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Introduction 
 
      
 
    Emelia Wells is a wealthy merchant’s daughter and hosting social events is what she loves the most. When her childhood friend asks her to lift his brother’s spirits by finding him a wife, she finds the challenge quite intriguing. Little does she know, though, that by getting involved in love games, she could have her own heart fooled. Will she ever admit that the man she is trying to uplift might be the one who makes her own heart fly? Or will she back down due to the overwhelming situation she and her friend have fallen into? 
 
      
 
    Montgomery Shaw has recently lost his beloved father and has experienced unbearable pain and loss. His father inspired him to study medicine and now he has become a real gentleman, wishing to offer to others. Even though he is determined to never fall in love, reality proves him wrong. When his brother’s best friend, Emilia, approaches him, he won’t be able to neglect the feelings he starts to develop. But is he ready to chase the love he has denied all this time or will his fear of heartbreak make him refuse happiness? 
 
      
 
    Montgomery does want love despite his losses, but if he is not willing to open up, he will lose the love of his life. Emelia has never felt such an affection for any man and doesn’t know how to express herself, but this one may get away if she doesn’t speak up. Can they all sort out this confusion and find their perfect matches by each other’s side? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia Wells had known two things with certainty since she first stepped into her role as the social center of Northampton and wealthy daughter of a prosperous merchant—she loved parties, and parties hated her. What's more, her family knew it as well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It's not that I have any desire to cast disparagement," her younger sister, Hannah, said nervously, tugging at a loose curl. "It's only that I wish to offer my assistance. You know what father always says: what can go wrong, will go wrong." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With anyone else, this might have been a dramatic overstatement, but Emelia hid a smile at the words, knowing they were absolutely correct in her case. Just last Friday she'd hosted a little picnic with close friends that had turned into a sprint for cover in an unexpected rainstorm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few months before, the ball she'd worked on for weeks had ended prematurely when an elegant brocade had caught fire at the far end of the hall. Thankfully, the house hadn't been in real danger—a servant had seen the tiny conflagration and taken the smoking rug out to the lawn before it burned the building down—but the guests had still gone screaming for cover, and Emelia was left holding the fragments of yet another social disaster. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I really don't know how it always happens," she said now, laughing good naturedly at her sister's worry. They were sitting together on the back lawn, fashioning paper flowers for the garden decorations. "I try to go over the details again and again, and yet things almost always go to seed when I least expect it." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And you keep trying," Hannah said softly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia knew that for Hannah, this wasn't exactly a compliment. Hannah was very shy and careful, and though Emelia knew her bold side as only a sister could, she also knew that had Hannah thrown even one soiree that ended in disaster she would have given up the hostess game for good. Hannah had often said that she didn't understand how Emelia could try so hard again and again, even in the face of social defeat. She was a year younger than nineteen-year-old Emelia, and the two were about as different as sisters could be.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia had always admired Hannah's dark brown curls and wide brown eyes, inherited from their mother—a renowned beauty. Emelia had the same chocolate eyes, but her hair was fair and wavy without any of Hannah's ringlet quality. Emelia was a powerhouse of energy and emotion. Hannah was quiet and cautious, adhering to the rules at all times and punishing herself mentally if she overstepped in any way. Emelia was haphazard, full of grand visions and ideas with little follow-through—Hannah was a planner and a thinker.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You know why I keep trying." Emelia twisted a piece of wire around the base of the paper blossom and then used her long fingers to fluff out the petals in a full arc. "I would rather spend a day surrounded by people who I'd frightened with a carpet inferno than spend all my time locked up indoors with books and embroidery." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You and your adventures," Hannah said with a smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You may roll your eyes and toss your head at me all you like, but some people enjoy the excitement of wondering whether or not the social event of the season will end with a slippery marble staircase or salt in the wine." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That last one was not a mishap," Hannah scolded gently, raising her eyebrows at Emelia. "It was a real event caused by yours and Brody's antics when you were children." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia widened her eyes. "Mine and Brody's? Are you really going to remove yourself from the occasion? We would never have been able to pull it off if you hadn't agreed to distract father for us. There's a prankster in you yet, Hannah, if you'd only let her out to play every once in a while." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah blushed and focused intently on the work in her hands. The warm morning sun lit the pale gold highlights in her dark curls. Emelia looked at her with tenderness, and then let her eyes drift around the garden. It was all arranged for the afternoon soiree; a picnic and games sort of day with fine food and friends. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a net set up on the manicured lawn for badminton, a fine array of crochet hoops in one corner, and a beautiful bed of flowers surrounding the tables and chairs and wide lace umbrellas over all.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It really does look perfect," she mused softly. "I'm almost disappointed." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two maids bustled onto the scene with their arms laden with baskets. They took fine stemware and linens out of the baskets and began laying the tables. When they were finished, the oldest of them, Alice, came over with a little curtsy to give the mistress of the party her update. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "We've the meal all arranged to be distributed in the downstairs if you'd like to look it over, and the courtyard has been opened up for the guests to leave their carriages to the livery boy. They can circumvent the inside of the house and come straight to the gardens." She gave a little curtsy. "We did have a few questions about the final guest list. Will your father be in attendance?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia nodded. Arthur Wells was a less frequent face at these kinds of events since the passing of his wife two years before, but he'd promised Emelia that he would come. She was glad—she thought he spent all too much time indoors, his head in his books and his worries wrinkling his forehead.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And the Shaw brothers, ma'am." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course, the younger—but I'd hardly expect to see the elder here." Emelia went on to outline the rest of the guest list and then watched as the maids went off towards the main house to finish their preparations. She stood and smoothed her skirts, turning to Hannah. "Would you mind tying these flowers up? I'll go make sure all is in order with the food, and then I will be back to help welcome everyone." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah nodded. "Don’t forget to take off your pinafore." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia would have, of course, forgotten. She fumbled with the strings as she made her way to the kitchen staging room off the lower floor of her father's mansion. It was a pretty little place, well-lit, with fine windows and two long tables upon which the food had been laid in preparation for the guests. The spread was magnificent: a roasted duck in the center, a boar's head, an assortment of fine fruit and vegetable dishes, a tureen of savoury soup, two full platters of meat pies, and a cake as glorious as could be imagined, trimmed with white and gold.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia looked it all over, finding more delicacies at every turn. When the cook appeared from the kitchen, her plump face bright with the heat of the kitchen and her eyes expectant, Emelia was able to give a worthy report.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It's a fine thing you've done here, Aggie," she said with a wink. "A fine thing indeed. I don't know that I can wait until the party arrives. I think I'll have to get into those asparagus spears right away." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aggie shook her head, knowing the little mistress she'd fed all her life was teasing as usual.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You'll feel the weight of my spoon again if you do, Miss Emelia." She smiled though, belying her words. "I'm going back to the kitchen to finish the rolls. You can stay as long as you like." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia hung up her apron on a hook, smoothing her hands over the fine white muslin gown underneath. Hannah had an eye for fashion that Emelia had never inherited, and had insisted earlier that day that Emelia wear simple white with little white posies woven into her hair. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah had done something similar, with pale yellow instead of white, and Emelia thought now, looking at the glorious spread of food, that they'd somehow managed to coordinate with the little pats of freshly-churned butter sprinkled here and there among the glorious spread.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled at the thought, snagged a spear of asparagus after all, and made her way back outside. There was a rumble of a carriage already on the front patio, and she knew that the first of the guests would have arrived. She finished the vegetable, licked the sauce off her fingers, and hurried across the lawn to where Hannah was tying on the last of the flowers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Is the food up to snuff?" her sister asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "More than. Aggie's outdone herself yet again." Emelia helped hold the ribbon while the last bow was tied, and then gave her sister a playful tap on the shoulder. "Thank you for your help." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "My pleasure." Hannah craned her neck towards the house. "I heard someone pull into the front drive. Do you know who was the first to arrive?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her question was answered by a sudden flurry of activity as the first guest rounded the corner of her house in a cloud of pink silk and fine white lace. Lady Michelle Parker, young and beautiful with dark black hair and creamy skin, floated rather than walked towards them with her parasol snapped open above her head and two of her own maids trailing behind.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You invited her?" Hannah asked under her breath, holding a stiff smile in place. "But she's…" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She trailed off, and Emelia thought wryly that it wasn’t really necessary for Hannah to finish that sentence. Michelle Parker had grown up alongside the two sisters, their better in every accomplishment, with a fine dowry and a reputed wealth beyond the public's knowledge. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She used her appearance to maximum benefit, and Emelia thought her only real downside was the flaw that was most grating—she was vain beyond belief, and hand in hand with this vapidity came a certain condescension upon every woman she thought less beautiful than she, which, it turned out, was every woman everywhere. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course I invited her," Emelia retorted under her breath, applying the same stiff smile to her own face. "She's a long-time family friend, and it would have looked bad indeed if we had excluded her from a social event where others in our mutual circles could attend. I will say," she added under her breath, "that I don't know why she always need arrive first. I think we would all be able to bear the deprivation of her presence for a few minutes, at least." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, have fun with that," Hannah said quickly, turning before Michelle was halfway across the lawn and making her way towards the house. "I'm off to find Father." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Traitor," Emelia hissed good-naturedly under her breath.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She gathered her skirts and walked towards Michelle. It was, of course, the only decent thing to do as the hostess. With nobody else yet in attendance, it would look ill-mannered indeed to wait patiently across the lawn without going to meet her first guest. Before she'd even reached the other woman's side, however, Michelle was making her regret the journey.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What a glorious day it is," she called out, waving her free hand. "Although if you could manage to pick a day that was just a bit cooler next time, I wouldn't be required to bring my retinue." She nodded at the maids and then whispered behind her hand, loudly enough that maids and anyone else in the vicinity could hear, "It's just so hard to find good help these days, and I feel it's such a drag to be followed about." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia cast a look at the maid holding the parasol and then tried to keep the frustration out of her voice. "Of course, Miss Parker. But it's not quite so warm as you might think. As you can see, I'm managing quite fine without a hat or parasol, and we have coverings over the tables." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, but I couldn't be so flagrant with my own skin health." Michelle let loose a little gasp. "You and Hannah both have such ruddy complexions—it bears up well under the sunshine—and you've never seemed to care about your skin going a bit brown during the season, but if I got even a bit of sun on this white skin my main attribute would be destroyed. Destroyed." She leant forward and gave a little wink.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia tried to think of a response to such flagrant vanity and settled instead on something her mother had taught her years ago: if you can't think of something nice to say, best to keep your mouth in check. She smiled, curtsied, and wordlessly led her guest to the first table.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No sooner had she arrived than the rest of the guests began to line up at the front courtyard. She could hear the rush of the carriages, the calls of the stable boys trying to keep up, and Hannah's greeting on the distant breeze. Two more people rounded the corner—matron sisters from down the road who had been a part of Emelia's childhood, and one of her father's friends, Judge Nichols.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Tell me you've a grand meal prepared," Michelle was saying. She took out her fan. "I do so love picnic fare." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, it's swell," Emelia said automatically, straining behind the new arrivals in search of a familiar tall form. "The cook outdid herself." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "My dear, I know picnics are casual occasions," Michelle whispered behind her fan. "But there's no need to use vulgar words like 'swell,' we aren't children anymore." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "If I remember," Emelia answered crisply, turning to greet the next round of guests. "Even when we were children you didn't allow the word swell." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She turned on her heel and made her way over to the sisters, resisting the urge to look back and see the effect of her words on the primping princess she'd left behind in a moment of rare, stunned, silence. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Miss Mary, Miss Eleanor, I'm delighted to have you." Emelia curtsied before the two older women. They were both clad in their best gowns; this she knew from the years of fine events she'd shared with them—bright and almost peacock-like in their finery. They had stayed unmarried, although there were rumors that years ago Miss Mary had been madly in love with a naval officer. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Something had gone awry, though, and the two sisters had lived on in the cottage down the way with their wimples and their graying curls. They were far below the status of Arthur Wells and his two daughters, but the merchant had always been kind to them for the sake of his wife, who had prized their company above all others.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Delighted to be had, as always," Miss Eleanor said with a little curtsy, the pearl necklace rolling from one side of her chest to the other. "And on such a warm day as well." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia held back a little sigh. "Is it so very warm? That's the second time someone's mentioned it." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked up to see Hannah walking out arm in arm with their father. He'd changed into the coat he usually wore on business, fine attire indeed from a man who spent most days locked in his dressing gown scribbling away at the books and waiting for his ships to come in from their travels. She raised a hand in greeting, and they answered with a similar motion. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Ah, and Judge Nichols!" She bowed her head in greeting. "Father will be delighted to have your company today as well." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Perhaps he will learn from the feeling and agree to come with me hunting one of these weekends," the older man said with good-natured teasing. "He keeps standing me up for facts and figures in those ledgers of his." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Next came a family with children, the new couple that had moved in next door a few years ago, and the four young ones set about at once cavorting about the lawn. There were two girls rolling the crochet balls back and forth between the hoops, and two boys scrambling over each other to get at the badminton racquets. After the family was settled, there were only a few more young people to arrive. Amid this last crew, Emelia caught sight of a familiar, striding form. She turned to Hannah.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Thank goodness, Brody's here at last. Why does he always wait so long to come? He leaves me with all the socialising and no one to make it more enjoyable with his teasing." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah rolled her eyes. "Come now, Emelia. You've always loved the socializing, Brody or not." She shaded her eyes with her hands. "Wait, Montgomery's with him." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody Shaw was a long-time friend of the family. He and his older brother, Montgomery, had grown up alongside the girls. Montgomery was seven years older than Emelia, however, so within a few years of their friendship he outgrew their childish games and buried himself in studies at his father's behest. She knew him less well than she knew Brody, who was her age and a match in every way for her charm and drama. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was her best friend, the boy she'd known since she was a little girl, and the man that her parents had fondly teased her about as she blossomed into womanhood. The Shaws were a good family; not quite as wealthy as the Wells, surely, but respectable indeed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia pushed that last thought from her mind. The idea of romance with Brody was not new to her, but it made her oddly uncomfortable; she preferred to pretend that life would continue forever like this: unattached young people in sparkling garden parties without talk of love.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I’m surprised Montgomery's here," Emelia said at last, winking at Hannah. "You'd think his intellect and his books would keep him well and truly away from such frivolous circles." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You're always so hard on him," Hannah said quietly. "He shouldn't be faulted for working hard and making something of himself." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't fault him for that," Emelia said airily, "only for the way he has of bringing down the mood whenever he does agree to come to one of my parties." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "He is very different from his brother," Hannah answered.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She'd barely said as much when the young men joined them. Both boys were tall with dark hair and green eyes, although Brody's seemed at least two shades darker than Montgomery's, and was always finely combed in a perfect swath of thick hair. His suits were well-tailored, and the rakish charm in his eye lent him the air of a dandy that Emelia would have been suspicious of had she not grown up knowing the kindness that lay under that frivolous exterior. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery, on the other hand, had his longer brown hair in a tousled mess, as though he'd spent the night rummaging through old medical books again. He was handsome too, but in a more rugged way than his brother. There was a shadow of a beard on his chin, and distant intensity in his eyes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody bowed at once in front of the girls, unfurling his wrist in an overdramatic imitation of the French court.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "My dear Emelia and Hannah, what a pleasure to see you this fine day. I was fair fainting away for want of your company. Wasn't I, Montgomery?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery raised his eyebrows with a wry smile that came somewhere just shy of indulgent. He said nothing.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Don't mind my brother," Brody went on with a wink in Emelia's direction. "He isn't one for social engagements, as you well know, and protested my bringing him here to the utmost degree." He paused when Montgomery met this comment with a furrow of his brow. "Don't try to disagree with me." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery cleared his throat, his jaw working before he spoke. "My brother seems to forget, as always, that there are things polite to discuss at events like this, and things that are impolite. Suffice it to say, at the present I am not regretting my decision to attend in the least." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia hid a smile. Regardless of his words, Montgomery seemed awkward and uncomfortable in this setting. He looked at her and then at Hannah, but both times he seemed to be somewhere far away, his thoughts elsewhere. She remembered a time when they were children, frolicking along the riverbank behind the Wells' estate, and she'd gotten into a fight with Brody when he knocked over her little cabin of sticks and mud by the riverside.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Emelia," fifteen-year-old Montgomery had said sagely, shaking his finger at her, "there will come a day when all these childish matters can be put behind you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She'd lost trust for him in that moment, her childish self put out by a young boy bringing sober adult thoughts to a playground, and if she were honest, she'd never gained it back. Not that she suspected him of anything awful—just that she wondered always if he still looked on her actions like an older adult frowning upon the childish frivolities of a girl.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well," she said, pointedly moving towards the field where a game of badminton awaited. "Will you gentlemen play opposite us on the field?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course," Brody said quickly. Montgomery hesitated, and before he answered, another voice chimed into the close circle. It was Lady Michelle Parker, fanning herself, a servant and parasol close at her side.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm happy to play, if you will allow me." She gave a little curtsy. "As long as I can be on the side in the shade. I wouldn't want to harm my complexion." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "But if you're playing there won't be room for—" Hannah began, but before she could continue Emelia stepped forward in the role of hostess, doing her best to keep the frustration out of her voice.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course you can play," she said quickly. "I was just thinking that I would like to watch and learn the skill a bit more. It's so hard to determine proper technique when one is in the thick of it." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I've seen you play before," Montgomery said suddenly. "And I know that you've no want for technique in the least. Please, play you four and give me the benefit of an excuse to speak with your father and the judge." He gave a stiff bow and left the group, heading off across the lawn towards those gathered at the tables.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia felt a growing annoyance at the pink-clad lady across from her, who tittered into her fan and sent a sad glance following Montgomery's departing form. "Well, now," Michelle said with a mock pout, "that's a disappointment if I ever knew one. Who ever heard of an imbalanced badminton game? Only one gentleman in the match?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm sure we'll manage," Emelia said, a bit more shortly than she meant. She took off towards the net, gathering the supplies and handing them out as she did in an effort to mask the annoyance building inside her. A hostess should always bring grace to her parties, that much her mother had taught her, and to snap at one's guest at the very beginning of such event would be the height of insolence. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She served across the net, partnered with Brody, opposite Hannah and Michelle. The shuttlecock flew a little awry, but Hannah still dove for it and sent it back over. When the round had ended, Michelle scolded Hannah, saying, "You ought to let wild serves like that sink in the grass. No use doing their job for them." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia risked a glance at Brody, but he seemed to take it all in good fun. "Lady Michelle, I'm sorry to say we didn't see you on our picnic outing a week past. It rained something dreadful, but in the end it was a marvelous good time." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She blushed. "I was otherwise engaged, but I did miss your company as well." She fingered the racquet and sent a glance towards the tables. "Tell me, was your brother in attendance? It's so rare to see him at events like this." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as she'd looked away, Brody cast a glance in Emelia's direction: wide eyes and a mocking smile. He was up to something, but she wasn't sure what. All she knew for sure was that she wanted the game to end so she could surround herself with guests other than Lady Michelle Parker.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It took an extra round to close the match, and by the time they were walking back to the tables to eat, Emelia was sweating and out of breath. She pushed a damp curl of hair back behind one ear and fanned herself.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Heavens," Michelle said as she passed her. "That's why I chose the shade, dear." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia didn't point out that it would have been impossible for all three ladies to be in the shade, seeing as Michelle had dethroned Montgomery from his position with Brody opposite Hannah and Emelia. Instead, she focused her attentions on the next part of the party. She looked towards the staging room where she'd inspected the feast and saw a rather strange sight. The door was open and, standing there and waving rather urgently, was Aggie.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Is something wrong?" Hannah whispered under her breath. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody was there all at once, leaning over the sisters' shoulders as a coconspirator. "Let me guess," he said in a low voice, "we've got a bit of a problem." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "We don't know that," Emelia protested, but her heart said otherwise. She took off across the lawn, motioning for Hannah to accompany Michelle back to the remainder of the party. Brody followed, as she knew he would. Even when they were at each other's throats he seemed to have her back.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As she neared the kitchen door, Emelia felt her heart dropping. Something was definitely wrong.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Is dinner ready to be served?" she asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aggie was twisting the folds of her apron in her hands, her eyes awash with horror. "Dinner won't be served at all, miss," she said in a hoarse tone. "The most awful thing has happened, miss, come and see." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stepped aside and Emelia pushed into the room with Brody at her heels. The tables that she had seen only an hour ago laden with delicacies and meats beyond compare were now in utter shambles. The cake was a mangled mess spread across piles of vegetables and shuffled bread and rolls. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everything looked like it had been trampled, and some things had noticeable bite marks. The duck, in particular, had been viciously attacked, and nothing but a few shreds of meat still clung to the bones. On the floor, very near to Emelia's feet, lay a mostly-consumed boar's head. The skull glared up at her reproachfully. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What happened?" she gasped.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Someone left the door open," Aggie said. "The hunting dogs got in, and you know how they can be. They took everything there was to eat and gobbled it all up before we got a chance to stop them. I'll find the maid who did it and dispose of her at once, I promise, miss. I'm so sorry. I know how things like this matter to you, and you're always trying so hard." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia's heart sank even further. She put a hand on the cook's shoulder and shook her head.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, Aggie. No need to go on a hunt for some poor maid to blame. I was in here inspecting the food only a short while ago—you will remember—and now that I think of it, I can't recall shutting the door. This fiasco is entirely my doing." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a moment of silence and then Brody let out a burst of unrestrained laughter. Both women turned to look at him in mild annoyance, but their gaze seemed to only tickle him further and in an instant he was doubled over at the waist, chortling as though he couldn't stop even if he wanted to.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Brody." Emelia frowned at him. "Brody, this is not the time." She wanted quite suddenly to cry but suppressed the feeling. "I'm so sorry, Aggie. I'm so, so sorry." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The cook was looking at the boar's head at her feet, a frown creasing her lips. She kept her gaze intently there, and Emelia wished there was something she could do to help. She'd destroyed, in one moment of carelessness, the whole of the cook's attempts at a beautiful feast. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A moment passed where Brody was stifling laughter and Emelia was staring at the cook with a sinking feeling of failure; then, quite suddenly, a small chuckle came from the mouth of the cook. Before Emelia pulled out of her shock long enough to really understand what was happening, the chuckle was joined by a good-natured laugh, and then close on its heels a string of laughter. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I suppose," the cook said at last, wiping her eyes, "that I couldn't have asked for a more grateful clientele." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia watched in amazement as Brody and the cook dissolved again into laughter, and when they came up at last for air she said in mild wonderment, "But what are we going to do?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Do?" the cook raised her hands. "What is there to do?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody stopped laughing and put a kind hand on Emelia's shoulder. "You do have to admit, Emmy, this happens more often than not with your events." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stomped her foot then, disappointed at the childish action but wanting to get the two's attention as quickly as possible. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Perhaps we can refrain from more criticism and put our mind to how we're going to tell our guests that the dogs ate the food." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Right." Brody sobered completely, though Emelia still saw a twinkle in his eye. "I suppose it falls to me to yet again save the day." He winked at the cook. "I really am her knight in shining armor. Emmy, you won't be telling anyone that the dogs at the food, because other than you no one knows about this mishap. No, instead you shall go out there with a simple peasant fare and sell it as the rustic country experience. It will be novel!" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Both women stared at him blankly, the cook now recovered from her fit of hilarity. "Rustic?" Aggie asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You have some fine port, if I remember correctly, and bread and cheese. We'll just serve that on platters with some fresh fruit from the cellar and everyone will feel like free and wild goatherds. Come, it will be the favourite talk of the town." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia wondered whether or not she should protest, but the more she considered Brody's idea, the more sense it made to her. If she couldn't pull off the ultimate elegant event, than all that remained was to attempt something a bit more in tune with their environment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rustic living and the wild romantic life was all the rage since William Blake's illuminated poems had come into popular opinion, and selling a party as an intentionally simple excursion would be enchanting to everyone; even Michelle and her sparkling lace parasol couldn't find fault with that sort of innovation.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aggie seemed relieved too. "At least I won't be back in the kitchen whipping up another duck," she said with one last chuckle.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'll reimburse you for your time, Aggie, of course, and everything that was lost." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Hush, sweetie," Aggie said, and then, as though remembering proper manners around Brody, she tacked on lamely, "I mean, Miss Emelia." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The hunting dog fiasco turned out to be the last dramatic happening of the party. Once the food was laid out the guests fell upon it with exclamations of hunger and delight. There were no complaints, not even from Michelle Parker and her superior taste buds. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After luncheon there were more games, a brief showing of talent from one of the young people who offered to recite a poem, and some more conversation. Emelia found herself looking around and one point in the afternoon, marveling at what Brody's clear head had brought to what would ordinarily have been a disaster. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When the last of the guests had gone home, Emelia turned around to see Brody still sitting in the garden, one leg crossed over the other knee, sipping wine and talking to Hannah and her father. She walked over and ran her hands down the front of her skirt.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, it came off in the end." She smiled, then looked around. "Is Montgomery still here?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "He ducked out hours ago, said he had business at your gamekeeper's hut." Brody yawned. "Just an excuse to get a bit of air, I'm sure. But I'm sure he had a lovely time all around." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm sure," Hannah said, exchanging a quick glance with Emelia. She stood and held out her hand to their father. "Are you ready to go in, Papa? The evening air will be here soon and we'd best claim our place by the fireside before it comes." She turned and curtsied to Brody. "Goodbye, Brody." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He waved his hand with amused dismissal. "Since when do you curtsy for me, Miss Hannah? Take your posh and correct ways inside." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Hannah turned to go, Emelia saw a hint of something hidden in her eyes. She made a mental note to ask her sister about it later and then stood, holding out her hand to Brody.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Let me walk you to your horse," she said teasingly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stood and she slipped her arm into his elbow, as was their habit after years of friendship. They walked together towards the stables.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You know, it stirs up rumors for me to linger at your home like this," Brody said, arching an eyebrow and looking down at her. There was a comfortable camaraderie between them, and Emelia knew at once what he was speaking of. She rolled her eyes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, please. You hear one matron at a tea talking about how you and I are going to have some forever life together and you won't leave off teasing me about it." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody shrugged. "When life hands you material…" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And why? Because we're close friends?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "People have gotten married for less." Brody laughed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia bit her lip and thought. There had been a time a few years ago, when she was a younger girl and fresh into thoughts of romance and love, that she had settled upon Brody with a small, harmless crush. It had not been long-lasting—he was always more annoying with her than he was charming—but it had sparked a feeling of reservation about the topic. She liked her friendship with Brody and she didn't want it to change again.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "We have much in common," Brody was continuing on as though she'd already responded. "We both love parties, hunting, fashion, and art. If we were married, we'd have a grand time of it travelling the world and traipsing around on each other's arms." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Brody, if it were any other girl you were saying all this to there would be some confusion about your motives," Emelia scolded him. "You really ought to be more careful about your teasing." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm just saying," he went on with the same casual air about himself, "that it's a viable option?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Is it?" Emelia frowned. "Because I'm not so sure. I think love is another necessary ingredient to marriage, Brody, and while I care for you as a friend and I know you return the sentiment, I don't think either of us could claim romantic love anymore." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Fiddlesticks!" Brody exclaimed, falling back on one of the childish phrases they had most enjoyed. "Romantic love is the least necessary component of all. Do you know why?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia rolled her eyes at this familiar line of argument. "Ah, yes. That's right. You don't believe in love, real love. You think the whole world is faking it, putting on some sort of act so us single people will be taken in by the whole charade." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, I don’t think the entire world is in on the act. In fact, I'd dare you to point out any couple in your acquaintance that you think really love one another. They all act so distantly and cold. I don't see a single one of them who has affection after they’re married. Yes, there are some who put up a show of love in the throes of youth, but I think that is more biological than anything. After marriage and the sealing of the pact, all those vestiges are sure to drain away." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "My parents," Emelia said quietly. "They still cared about each other." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Now, wait." Brody sobered ever so slightly. "You can't use your dearly departed mother as an example, Emelia." Again, if Emelia hadn't watched how much Brody cared for and respected her mother, she would have taken offense. She also knew that Brody himself wasn't a stranger to the pain associated with the loss of a parent. "And anyway," he went on. "This would be an instance of the exception proving the rule." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, then," Emelia said. "Be off with you. Live a life in search of sparkling people and beware lest you pick one too delightful, else you might be in danger of the thing you don't think exists." She shoved off from his arm playfully. "I, in the meantime, am going to keep my heart open to romance. I hope to fall in love, and while I think good friends could make a go of it, I am going to hold out for the time being in the hopes that something real will come my way." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody grinned, his eyes dancing. "Alright then, little hold out. But if I'm right and there's no love to be had for you, we should marry in ten years if you've escaped the grip of matrimony. Friends will trump romantic love any day." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia frowned.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody pushed her lightly on the shoulder. "Now you've lost your shine. What did I do to bring that about?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I wish you wouldn't joke about that," she said. "There are gossips in these parts, and you already talked about how you overheard whispers about us among the people. Possibly there were such whispers today at the event. I did play badminton on your team." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And you know," Brody said with mock sobriety, "that badminton is the most seductive of games." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Hush." Emelia pursed her lips together. "I'm serious, Brody. You should have said something to those women weeks ago when you heard them talking about how much time we spend together. You should have stopped the gossip then and there." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Haven't you heard the Shakespearean confession that 'the lady doth protest too much?' It would only fuel the fires of speculation if I came to your defense." Brody shrugged. "And besides, what does it matter? Emelia, I know it might be that they're all mistaken about us, and perhaps there is some natural embarrassment, but in the end it will do no harm." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It will do no harm to you, Brody," Emelia scolded. "Really, you can be such a boy sometimes. You and the other men in the county can go to as many social outings as you want and flirt with as many ladies as you desire and then fade back into the background without any strings attached, but if I were to behave that way my reputation would be tarnished. Not only would this come back on the Wells' name, hurting my father's business and my sister's prospects, but it would come back on me as well. Do you think true love would even think of stopping at my door when it thought I was already occupied with some other dashing fellow?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Dashing?" Brody raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You're infuriating," Emelia snapped. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Come on," Brody pressed. "You think that if anyone mistakenly thinks we've been romantic, it would compromise your reputation? I think it might improve it. I think it's naïve to think people haven't already married us off. The expectation that we'd end up mixing the Wells and Shaw names sometimes in the future has always been there, and it doesn't matter how adamant you are—it will continue to hang over us." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, the expectation is not held by me," she said, relenting at last into his teasing with a little smile.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He sighed with an overdramatic gesture of relief. "Thank heavens. The lady at last gets off her high horse." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stole another glance at him as they neared the stables and wondered for a brief moment if it was a practical plan. Brody was right—they had a good, solid friendship, and would enjoy spending time together forever—but something held her back. He'd grown into more of a friend over the last few years; he'd grown into a brother. And that made the idea of marriage seem more ridiculous than if they'd been only light acquaintances.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "How about this," she said, putting her nose into the air in an imitation of posh sophistication. "I shall no longer give you long lectures on the meaning and worth of true romantic love, and you shall no longer feed the rumors of our nonexistent but apparently impending marriage." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody put his hand to his chin as though weighing both options. He looked from one direction to the other, mimicking the motions of a judge uncertain what to choose. Emelia punched him, good-naturedly but hard, in the arm, and he jumped away from her in mock annoyance.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Alright," he said at last. "I suppose I will relent for now." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia changed tacks. "I'm surprised you brought Montgomery today." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Montgomery is not the sort of man that can be brought anywhere he does not want to go," Brody said with amusement. "But I was surprised he wanted to attend as well. I suppose even the most frozen of marble statues require a brief outing into society every now and again." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "He's not that bad," Emelia said, her face relaxing into a smile. "I think he brings a lot to an excursion, actually." She bit her lip. "I don't think I've seen him since your father's funeral." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody's face sobered. Their father, Alistair Shaw, had been a well-respected member of the community, a chemist who had paid Montgomery's way through the physician's school in London and, in so doing, raised him to the status of gentleman. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Six months ago, Alistair Shaw had been taken suddenly and inexplicably ill, and had passed away in the space of a few hours. Brody had been there, but he said Montgomery had arrived only a few minutes before his father died, and the blow had been hard on them both.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry," Emelia added softly. "I didn't mean to touch on a difficult subject." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "The difficult subject is always there," Brody said kindly, "even if you don't touch on it. You have nothing for which to apologise." He looked down at his hands. "I'm doing well enough—you probably saw as much from my behavior today. Some days are harder than others, but I don't bear the same guilt that Montgomery does." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Guilt?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "He was a physician who arrived at his own father's deathbed too late to offer life-giving assistance." Brody put a hand through his dark hair. "I keep trying to tell him that father wouldn't want him to torture himself, but they were always so close—inseparable in many ways—and I can feel the sting of guilt on Montgomery, so inescapable." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What could he have done?" Emelia asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Probably nothing." Brody gave a sigh and forced a smile. "Look, I don't want to bring down the tone of your magical day with talk of all this. The proper time of mourning has ended, and though I know you have grace for the conversation, I don't want to burden you unduly." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "My mother's been dead for years," Emelia said softly, "and I still miss her every day. There's no prescribed time for recovering from this, Brody." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I know that, but I worry about Montgomery. He's taking the death very hard, Emelia. He's buried in his work, and he rarely talks to me anymore. I thought he came today in an effort to embrace life again, but he left so quickly." Brody looked towards the gamekeeper's hut down the hill. "I should go rouse him from whatever solitude he's sought." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry, Brody." Emelia could see that for all of Brody's talk about the grace and understanding, he felt some measure of responsibility for his brother's state. "Please," she added. "You're not alone. If there's anything—anything at all—I can do, don't hesitate to ask. I want to help." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whatever disappointment he showed on his face, Montgomery Shaw had been relieved when the small servant boy had tapped on his arm during the picnic and asked, "Please, sir—are you a physician?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a question he'd answered many times, and always there came with the answer a sense of expectancy and interest; two things this party with all its mundane talk and mincing propriety could not give him. He'd dismissed himself at once, telling a servant to inform his brother at some point where he was heading, and followed the boy to the gamekeeper's house.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a fine little cottage a good walk from the main estate. There were two stories of stone and brick combined, a well-proportioned roof, and little green door. The door was open, and the servant boy didn't even stop as he pushed inside. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I brought him!" the boy called. "I brought the doctor." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery stepped inside, his eyes adjusting too slowly to the dim light. Dust particles danced in the still golden glow from a single window. He heard sniffling in the corner and saw at last a small form curled up beside a grown man. The man cleared his throat.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I would stand," he said uncomfortably, "but I don't want to hurt him any more than is necessary." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course you shouldn't move." Montgomery came quickly into the room, thankful that he'd picked up his medical bag on the way to the cottage. "The boy said you had an emergency?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, unfortunately I didn’t have time to tell him what. Thank you, Daniel. You can hurry on back to your duties."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The boy gave a little bob of his head and was off without a backwards glance. Montgomery was fully adjusted to the dim light now and could see that the man was middle-aged with thick mutton chops and fine green and brown outdoor wear on what looked to be long limbs, even folded up as they were at present. There was a boy on his lap, no more than five or six years of age, who had the same red hair and who was cradling his left arm and whimpering. The arm was crooked; off, somehow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Hello, lad." Montgomery walked forward and knelt down, adopting the easy way that he always used when talking with children. It was no use frightening the boy, not when he was already in so much pain. "It looks like you've taken a bit of a tumble there. How did this happen?" he turned the question to the man he'd already guessed was the father. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "He fell from a tree." The man bit his lip. "I'm the groundskeeper here, Williams, if you must know my name, and this is little Bobby. I should have watched him more closely, but you know how boys would be. I was prepping the dogs for a running and then I heard the screams. He's a brave little chap but he's in an awful way. Do you think it's broken?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It most definitely looked broken, but Montgomery wasn't ready to frighten the boy. He reached into his bag and pulled out some gauze, a small, thin stick, and a few gentle pads. All the while, he kept up a running conversation with the boy. "I think it's a rite of passage," he said kindly, "to fall out of a tree now and then. My brother Brody was much smaller than me and he always managed to land on his feet, but not I. I broke my arm twice—twice!—when I was a little boy. And do you see how much I use it now? There's nothing to be afraid of. We're going to give your arm a little something to hold it nice and straight, and then you're going to be as patient as you can until it heals. Once it's healed, and only then, you can get back to climbing all the trees your father allows." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All the while he'd reached gentle fingers to roll the boy's sleeve up and washed the arm to make certain it was as clean as possible before being set. The bone was broken, but it hadn't protruded in any way through the skin, which was a good sign indeed. Then there would have been the need for surgery, which Montgomery was equipped to do, but really didn't want to put these good country people through.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He reached up then and put his hands on the boy's shoulders. "This part's the hard part," he said seriously. "I have to make your arm go the right way. There will be a bit of pressure and pain, but then I'll wrap these bandages and it will be all over." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The boy looked at him with wide eyes, a single tear leaking free and tracing a path through the smudged dirt on his cheeks. He nodded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Brave little lad." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery counted down, and then one moment before the final count, set the arm in place. The boy howled with pain, but his father helped hold him still until the splint had been tied along the length of the arm. Montgomery finished the work and then pulled out a small brown bottle.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't like laudanum," he said seriously, "but I think a few drops here will take the edge off for the boy, at least enough to let him sleep off this initial pain." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The father nodded.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "But I'd like to stay with him," Montgomery went on, "and make sure he doesn't react poorly." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Again, Williams nodded. Montgomery took out a small spoon and filled it with a bit of the dark brown liquid. The boy sipped it, screwed up his face at the taste, and then gulped down the milk Montgomery handed him immediately afterwards. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That will be better soon," Montgomery said as the boy leaned a head against his father's shoulder. The man patted his son's head tenderly and began singing in a deep, throaty voice. The lullaby was unfamiliar to Montgomery, but was of those haunting Irish tunes that sounds like you've heard it before even if you haven’t 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When you sleep, in the mountains high, or travel o'er the ocean, seek ye out some peace of mind, and wind it where e'er you're hoping. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The boy's eyes drifted slowly, reluctantly, shut. Montgomery watched it all like a man entranced, but in his vision he wasn't seeing William's the groundskeeper and little Bobby—he was seeing his father, grave and kind, and his own six-year-old self, falling asleep in Alistair Shaw's arms. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "So how long have you been working on the Wells' estate?" Montgomery asked. "I don't remember you, and I spent some of my childhood here." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Only a handful of years. I moved shortly after Bobby was born." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Ah, that's why. I studied at the Physician's School in London, and then after there followed a few circuit surgeons for practice and experience. I haven't been back here in years." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The boy had been asleep for hours now, but his breathing was regular and Montgomery was no longer worried that the laudanum would hurt him. Still, he was reluctant to leave this little pocket of the country, smoking a pipe and drinking a bit of stiff coffee alongside Williams' comfortable conversation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "The Wells are good people," Williams said. "My former employer made a mess of things on his estate, always partying away the family money and bringing scandal upon scandal upon the family name. Usually a servant can keep his head down and out of such matters, but a groundskeeper such as myself gets a reputation in town working for a house like that. It's good to work for people I can respect." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Quite suddenly their reverie and conversation was broken by the sound of heavy boots on the wooden walkway outside, and then the doorway was darkened by the silhouette of a familiar form. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Brody." Montgomery stood and held a finger to his lips, nodding to the bed. "The boy's sleeping." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His brother stepped in, squinting his eyes in the dim light, and spoke in a soft voice. "Right, then. So the boy was injured after all—I wondered if you came down here just to escape the party." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "There was a party?" Williams raised his bushy eyebrows. "I'm sorry to keep you from your social engagement, sir." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No need to apologise," Montgomery assured him with a wave of his hand. "I preferred your company anyway." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody gave a quiet laugh and helped himself to one of the seats in the cottage. "Well, you missed another disaster, and I'm sorry to say it was one of Emelia's best." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery wasn't going to ask what had happened, but Brody seemed intent on telling the whole tale.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "There was a rumored feast—I can't be sure, having only seen the after effects of its mauling—spread out in the preparatory room off the kitchen. Do you remember what that room is called? I never can. Anyway, we were all minding our own business, playing badminton and the like, and Emelia suddenly gets called away from the party." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I remember. It was shortly before I left." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, we arrive at the door and find that the entire meal has been consumed by the ravenous hunting dogs of the estate. Emelia left the door open, the crazy lass, and the dogs smelled the boar a mile away." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery exchanged a glance with Williams, remembering what he'd said about leaving the dogs unattended when he heard Bobby's cry for help. He knew that the Wells would never hold a man responsible for something that happened while he was tending to his child, but he wanted to avoid any tales spreading all the same.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, such things happen," he said lamely, cutting off the gamekeeper's explanation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Really?" Brody hid a laugh. "Come, lad. Even Emelia knows that 'such things' only ever happen to her. The girl is infamous for her disastrous parties." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Come now," Montgomery chided him. "She's your friend, isn't she?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That's why I can tease her." Brody laughed, a sparkle in his eye. "Emelia knows that I mean well. She was laughing too, once she got over the horror of it all." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery never knew what to make of his brother and Emelia Wells' friendship. He'd heard the rumors about them, just as everyone in the county had, but so far had only seen genuine camaraderie on both sides, nothing more. He frowned, thinking of Emelia's hopeful face at the start of the party.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "She must have been crushed at first." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What does it matter if she isn't crushed now?" Brody stood, taking his hat in his hand. "You always take the more morose side of things. But come, brother, I brought your mount down from the stables. We'd best head off in the direction of home before more of our day is left to the Wells'." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery nodded and stood. Williams followed suit. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Thank you," the gamekeeper said quietly. "For caring for my boy." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course." Montgomery felt a dull, familiar ache in his chest. "You remind me of someone very special." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery and Brody's familial estate was not so very far from the Wells' home, so instead of climbing back on their horses they walked, leading the mounts and taking a shortcut through the adjoining property. It was far faster than to loop around to the road, and a familiar route that they'd followed since childhood. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery felt a spark of memory as they fell into line with the creek bed: children, laughing and playing among the reeds; games of hide and seek and whispered conversations about faeries and the like.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He'd grown out of all that so quickly, and sometimes he missed it. The Wells and Shaw families had met via the patriarchs initially: Mr. Shaw was in the mercantile trade before he settled into his position as a chemist, and even after that he often bought products from the Wells merchant company. Mr. Wells was the most respected merchant in the area. He always delivered his products on time, and he offered fair and reasonable prices.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The families got together when Montgomery was only twelve years old. He still remembered running and playing in the fields with the littler children. Even then, Emelia had a bit of spunk to her, and Hannah had that quiet, subdued attitude of a follower. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But they were so very small, and the age gap so large, that Montgomery had grown up much more quickly than he ordinarily would have done. He felt his superiority keenly as a teenager, and then when he was man enough to know such superiority was rubbish, it was too late. He was already off to his studies and the like.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "So why have you come home?" Brody ventured after they'd walked for a time in contented silence. "And when will you be going back to London?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I came home to see mother," Montgomery said automatically. "I want to make certain she's alright." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "She has me," Brody answered, "and she's fine enough at present. But she misses you, Montgomery, and I won't lie—she'd be thrilled if you'd find a way to stay in the area." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery felt a familiar pang of guilt at the words. His mother and father had had a marriage of mutual respect and, at times, even real affection. When Alistair died, Montgomery had seen the brokenness in Caroline Shaw's face. He wanted to be there for her, the way that Brody was, but every part of the county reminded him of the last moments of his father's life.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "There are too many memories," he said, a little too curtly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Montgomery, you have to let go of this strange responsibility you feel for what happened to our father. Just because you haven't been able to figure out what it was—" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I think I'm on the trail of that, actually." Montgomery jumped at the opportunity to shift the conversation from his personal involvement to a subject with which he was more comfortable: medicine. "I know that his symptoms seemed inexplicable, but the more I study the circumstances around his death the more I suspect it was actually an attack of apoplexy, serious enough to block his brain from proper responses." He saw Brody about to speak and rushed on.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Before you argue that apoplexy is often seen in paralyzing but recoverable doses, allow me to tell you that my research has shown that people can suffer small, minute attacks that go virtually unnoticed. Perhaps father had been experiencing some moments of illness that he didn't tell us about. This is what weakened him. If I had been in the area, perhaps I would have seen some of these attacks before the final apoplectic measures; perhaps I would have been able to help. A servant said his speech seemed slurred before he fell, and Mother claimed that one side of his face was more relaxed than the other. These are classic apoplectic symptoms." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And you think," Brody said slowly, "that if you'd been here in the months before, you would have seen some of these symptoms on a smaller scale?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And been able to help, perhaps. The most common treatment is bloodletting, but I'm uncertain of its legitimacy. A surgeon I studied under in London claimed that instead of removing the poison responsible for apoplectic fits, it just weakens the sufferer." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "If you aren't sure your presence would have helped," Brody said, stopping alongside the creek to let his horse bend the neck and drink, "than why is it that you insist on torturing yourself? You walk as if under a cloud. You were always a bit too sober for my tastes, but now you have a heaviness about you that you refuse to shake. You're purposefully holding onto our father's death and the circumstances around it as though somehow your remembrance of every finite detail will bring him back." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery wanted to talk about something else; anything else. He spun in circles in his own mind over this very issue, without any real resolution, and he didn't know how to share the depth of his feeling with his brother. Brody seemed so confident; so untouched by the knowledge of his own failings.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You know why I wasn't at home when he died?" Montgomery said. "I was supposed to be. I don't know if he told you this, but I'd sent Father a letter a week before saying I would ride over in a few days to see him. I was late, though, because I had an opportunity to dissect a cadaver under the leadership of a surgeon. You must know that after the Resurrection Riot all those years ago, any sort of opportunity relating to legal surgery on a corpse is one in a million. I took the chance and went to the surgeon's seminar. I lost myself in a few days of learning and education and discovery, and when I set out to see father I naturally assumed that he would want to hear about it all. I didn't even get your note that he was sick. I just rode towards the house, thinking I would come upon him in the grounds outside or by the sheep pens where he always went to think." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody nodded, remembering. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "So it wasn't just that I was too late to help him. It was that I was consumed with the study and education of my profession, and I let important matters slide away." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "He wanted you to do that," Brody said with an unusual air of kindness. "And he was proud of you, as much as it kills me to admit it. He liked that his son was a physician; that you were raised to the position of a gentleman in the county, and that you'd gotten such high marks in your studies." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That knowledge is the only thing that keeps me working as a doctor." Montgomery swallowed hard. "I love it, but if I didn't know that he'd loved it too I would only think of all my learning as the monster that kept me away from him." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They walked on in silence for a bit longer, and then Brody broke the tension, as he always did, with an abrupt sort of laugh. "You know," he said wryly, "this is one of the most honest conversations you and I have ever had. Father would have liked that, at least. He never understood why we couldn't get on better together." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Perhaps," Montgomery said with a weak smile, "we could never agree because you were always ignoring me when I told you the best way to do something." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And you never admitted I had anything to teach you," Brody said, rolling his eyes. "Even now, I hold a solution to your morose feelings, and you haven't even asked for me to share it." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery smiled. "Alright then. I will humor you. What is the overall solution to everything that is plaguing me, Brody? It can't be to bring Father back, I assure you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "In a way, it is." Brody cleared his throat. "Because if Father were standing here right now you know what he would tell you. He would say that you ought to let loose all these guilty ties you're hauling about the countryside with you and just live life. Montgomery, you were at a magical party today, and though I understand the setting of a young boy's wounded arm, you still have no excuse for your miserable attitude prior to that distraction. You didn't even look at all the lovely ladies there, or offer to leave Mr. Wells and the judge for even a moment of polite conversation. No, Father would not approve. He would want you to put your doctoring to good use." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I am," Montgomery said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Ah, how simple minded you've grown in your old age," Brody teased. "You think the greatest thing you've learned is how to set an arm. Pshaw. The greatest gift medical school gave you is that now any lady in the county would be proud to have you on her arm." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Actually," Montgomery said drily, "I've always thought the greatest thing medical school gave me was compassion, and the ability to, on occasion, save lives." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody laughed. "Don't be preachy, it's not a good look on you. I'm serious. You're back here for a bit—you've yet to say how long—and you ought to use the time to find a pretty little wife to take back to the city with you. Then we can be sure of seeing you more often, and I won't be so worried about your gloomy little heart feeling lonely." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery shook his head with amusement. "Allow me to get this straight. In my time of utmost need, when you fear that my heart, as you say, is in danger, you would like to lose me in a world of simpering fans and fair beauties? No, brother. I don't think a heart too fragile to deal with Father's death is strong enough to bear up under the attentions of beautiful country maidens." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The men laughed together, and Montgomery felt the slightest loosening in his chest, as though one cog in the great machine of his grief was popping loose. Brody sometimes seemed immature and dramatic to Montgomery, but he had done what Montgomery had been unable to do the last six months. He'd shifted that burden of grief and guilt ever so slightly away from Montgomery's shoulders. It wasn’t completely, or even mostly, gone, but it was still a start.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They crested the hill between the two estates and stood for a moment looking down on the home they'd grown up in together. The walls of their father's house were brick and tall, covered in vines on one side and windows on the other. The house seemed so small, and yet still so inviting, where it sat nestled between a small lake and an overgrown orchard. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody started down the embankment with his horse following, but Montgomery lingered for a moment on top of the world, closing his eyes to feel the breeze. When he opened them, he looked back for only a moment and saw the Wells' estate. There were still some small patches of white in the garden where the tables for the luncheon were covered in tablecloths, and he saw a slim figure moving among them—a flash of golden hair and a white muslin gown.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everything looked so beautiful from up here; so inviting. It was only as he descended to his house that the memories would come flooding back and drive him away again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    "The Honorable Mr. Brody Wells is here to see you, Miss." A maid popped into Emelia's room with a tray upon which lay the morning paper and a teacup filled with rich tea.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia was sitting at her dressing table in her nightgown, pinning up her hair into a simple chignon. She looked up in surprise. "What? It's early for visiting." She looked towards the clock and sighed. "It's barely eight. It's not proper until ten, and Brody knows it." She smiled at the maid. Thank you for the tea. Tell Mr. Wells that I will be down in fifteen minutes, and if he dislikes waiting, he can always amend his ways and come at a more appropriate time in the future." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The maid hid a smile and bustled away. Emelia stood and put on a simple brown calico dress. It was covered with white flowers and trimmed in fine white lace. She liked how simple it was, and how practical. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After the excitement of the day before, she fully intended to spend the afternoon exploring the property behind her father's estate, walking down to the lake to sink her toes into the cool water, and spreading a blanket on the high hill between the Shaw and Wells properties to catch the breeze and read.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She plucked a little white flower from the vase beside her bed and tucked it between the strands of the twist at the back of her head, then gathered up her books and drawing materials, along with a shawl, to make her way downstairs.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She passed Hannah in the hallway. "I'm going out for a bit of a walk later, if you wish to join me," she said with a smile. "But first I must entertain Brody. Can you believe he'd come to visit so early? Mother would have a thing or two to say about the whole debacle." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That fleeting look crossed Hannah's face again but was gone in a moment. "How odd," she said quickly. "How odd indeed that he would come this early. No, I don't think a walk would suit me well today. I'm quite overwhelmed by the events of yesterday and think it would be better all round if I stayed inside and rested." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Suit yourself." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia made her way downstairs to the sitting room and walked in on soft feet. Brody was standing with his back to her, looking out the window at the estate grounds. She walked quietly, the old tradition they'd always shared of surprising one another since they were children, but when she was nearly to him, Brody said, "Not today, Emmy." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was something in his voice: something faraway and not at all like Brody. When he turned to look at her, the same sadness was in his eyes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What's the matter?" she asked.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He sighed, then attempted one of his trademark smiles. "You trying to steal my secrets without even offering me some tea?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She cast a wry glance his direction. "Brody, tea is for people who arrive at teatime. You're here before breakfast." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He bit his lip, looking like the little boy she'd first met. She relented a little, nudging him gently on the arm. "Cheer up, lad. I'll call for a spot to drink." She reached over and pulled the bell, then motioned to the seat. "We know each other well enough that I don't need to show you to your settee, do I?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He sat, balancing his riding hat on one knee. His fingers tapped a rhythm against it. He was like a different person—all the teasing swagger of the night before had vanished and instead he was lost in thought. She'd seen him like this after his father's death and wondered if Montgomery's visit and their conversation the day before had brought memories best buried to the circle.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew him well enough to know that he would speak when he was ready, and not a moment before. The happy, light hearted amongst us always need the most time to say real things. The tea came, borne by a little maid along with a raised eyebrow at the time of day. Emelia shooed the girl away with a smile. When they were alone again and Brody had taken a sip of the warm tea, he spoke at last. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yesterday you asked about my brother, and when I told you of all that had happened you offered to help. Do you remember that?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You said 'anything,' correct?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Another nod, although Emelia had a moment of misgiving at how much her friend was harping on about her willingness to be of assistance. "What of it, Brody?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You see…" That finger kept tapping and tapping. "I do need some help, and I think you're just the person. I was talking with Montgomery yesterday about our father's passing. You know, they were always so much closer than Father and I were. It bothered me once, but I'm closer with Mother, and I don't think I should begrudge my brother his friendship with Father. After all, the two were much more alike than I: serious, intellectual, socially restrained." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia waited, saying nothing. She had the feeling that when Brody got around to his main point, he would leave this trail of remembrance and tell her exactly what he needed. In a moment, he did.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Anyway, it's just so difficult to see Montgomery taking this so hard. I feel that the best thing to do is to provide him a distraction, and not just any distraction—something that will last long enough to remind him that he has a heart." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia frowned. "You want to find your brother…a girl?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "A woman. To marry." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia couldn't help herself. She let out a laugh and fell back on the cushions. "Brody." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Don't laugh." He pretended offense, but Emelia could see the first softening of the day in his features. "It's not that funny, Emelia. I'm serious. There is no surer way to get over a deep loss than to bury oneself in the life of another." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I've heard that saying," Emelia answered wryly. "But if I recall it was from a parson, and it was about the poor and the fatherless, not a new romance." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I know that it would help him. If he could just spend a few days in the company of a truly sparkling woman and remember that he has a heart to lose, then perhaps he will pull himself out of the guilt he's thrown himself into and feel good about himself." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't know, Brody." Emelia raised her eyebrow. "That sounds like a solution that would help you, but your brother seems a bit more serious. How helpful would it really be to him? Also, the poor lass." She shrugged her shoulders. "Isn't Montgomery a bit dour to be riding around the hillsides reciting poetry and wooing strangers?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That's just it." Brody sat forward, a light of excitement in his eyes. "I don't want to throw the future of my brother's happiness on the shoulders of a woman I don't know. That would be preposterous." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh. That would be preposterous." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody ignored her sarcasm. "I have decided that we should choose the lucky lady from among our own circle. I will lift his spirits by finding him a wife from among the eligible young ladies in this part of the county, someone he has known his entire life but never thought of in that way. Someone like…Hannah, perhaps?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia blinked. "Now you have to be joking." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody stared back at her, his expression serious. She knew him pretty well, and though he was often a jokester, he had never been very good at lying to her. She cocked her head to the side, taking in his expression. "Wait," she said in mild annoyance. "You're serious. Hannah?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why not?" Brody shrugged his shoulders. "I was just talking to her yesterday and was struck by how much beauty and grace she's grown into over the years. She seems very self-possessed and very pretty. Why shouldn't she make Montgomery the happiest man in the world?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "But it's Hannah," Emelia said, feeling like an idiot repeating the name again. "Hannah, Brody." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "While your argument against my plan is truly compelling, I fear you'll have to come up with something a bit more substantial before I remove myself from the war path," Brody said with a grin. "I've been up all night thinking of it—that's why I'm here at this 'ungodly hour' as you so delicately implied—and I'm more and more convinced that it's a good idea. Hannah is a lovely girl; my brother is a somewhat serious but still quite a handsome and occasionally funny man. It would be an excellent match, and I'm sure your parents wouldn't object." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On that point, at least, Brody was right. Emelia knew that her parents had fancied one of the Shaw boys for either her or Hannah since they'd first married, and they'd always preferred the smart doctor to the sparkling dandy.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Come on, Emelia. You're always with me in my shenanigans. What better shenanigan than the search for true love?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You don't believe in love." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "But I believe in the power of a random ideal to influence people for the better." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia shook her head. There was a misgiving in her stomach at the thought. She couldn't explain why, but something about the whole affair felt like it went too far.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm not convinced that meddling in another person's love life is a good idea," she said at last. "I don't think I can help you, Brody. After all, I'm not sure what exactly you expect me to do. Do you want me to wrap my sister up in ribbons and deliver her to Montgomery's door?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody laughed. "That would be a picture indeed. No, Emelia. I want you to do what you do best. Throw a party; bring people together. You love to do that sort of thing, and if you were to focus a bit more on singles and a bit less on the family down the block with the lovely children, you would probably be able to orchestrate a match between your sister and Montgomery." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You know, more than anyone else," Emelia said drily, "that my particular love for parties is not matched with an equal amount of skill. I don't have what it takes, and that's that. Those evenings always end in disaster." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And the mornings and afternoons," Brody said cheerfully. "Don't forget the events at those precipitous times." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia threw her napkin at him in annoyance. "You also are leaving out the critical point of attraction. Don't you think it matters whether or not the lady likes the gentleman in question? I've never heard Hannah speak about Montgomery in that way." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "But…" Brody said with a leading tone, "…have you ever heard Hannah speak about anyone in that way? It's not like her to be so open with her feelings. I think it wiser for you to assume that your pretty little sister has a crush on the handsome doctor and let nature take care of the rest." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia rolled her eyes. "You're being purposefully misogynistic to frustrate me, and it won't work." She had to admit that the more Brody talked about the meeting, the more she wondered about Hannah's interest. Hannah was fairly quiet about matters of the heart. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She'd never confessed, in fact, to any sort of schoolgirl crush, which was odd indeed. If she did tell her heart to anyone, it was to Emelia, and Emelia had heard nothing. Perhaps Hannah was open to the possibility of a liaison with Montgomery. But she didn't want to relent; not now that she'd taken such a strong stance.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why don't you just talk to Montgomery yourself?" she asked. "Tell him that you think a woman would improve his general outlook on life, and tell him that you think Hannah to be a good option. What could go awry?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I've already tried. And to give you an idea 'what could go awry,' Emelia, I will tell you his infernal answer: 'Brody,'" Brody began, mimicking Montgomery's deeper, quieter voice, "'My heart is too fragile for a lady.'" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia raised her eyebrows. "Well spoken. Enough of this, then." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody gave a great, dramatic sigh, and pulled his eyebrows up as though he was preparing to deliver an oration. "Emelia Wells, if you won't help me by setting up your sister with my brother, than I'm afraid I'll be forced to turn to other people as a consideration. You know that Hannah is not the only eligible lady in the area. Perhaps you would consider hosting an event where we could sit Lady Michelle Parker by my brother." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia frowned at Brody.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That is not fair," she said sharply.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why? Because I know you don't think very highly of her? Emmy, envy isn't a good look on you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She pursed her lips together. "You really think that your brother, the doctor, the man obsessed with learning more and expanding his intellect, will be satisfied with a woman who wants to primarily discuss the lace she got from London last week?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Exotic lace. She has interest in foreign countries." Brody winked. He was winning, and he knew it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "She's vapid. Frivolous." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Careful, Emelia. You shouldn't speak about your guests that way. A good hostess is full of grace at all times. And Lady Michelle Parker is a regular guest of yours. When did you start disliking her so much?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia stared hard at Brody. He knew full well that Michelle had been a long-term thorn in her side.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Allow me to remind you of that time when we were ten years old, wading in the creek on lake day, and Michelle took it upon herself to tell your family that you were gathering frogs from the creek bed. Or that time when we booked a trip to the north and she insisted on coming along and complaining about every leg of the journey?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Ah yes," Brody said sarcastically, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. "Let's hold a woman's childhood mistakes against her for eternity." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Just yesterday she talked about high-laced boots for forty-five minutes." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Careful, Emmy, your voice is raised well above the proper volume for a lady." Brody shook his finger as though scolding her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sighed and fell back against the cushions of the couch in a childish gesture of exasperation. "Alright," she said quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Alright what?" Brody asked innocently enough.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She rolled her eyes but stayed silent.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He winked. "I think I'm going to need you to say it, friend." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I will host a party for singles," she said grudgingly, "but nothing too fancy—a morning tea or the like—and I will sit your brother next to my sister. But nothing more. I'm not responsible for throwing Hannah at anybody." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The timing was dreadful, for as Hannah's name came out of her mouth, the girl in question was walking by the door outside. She poked her head into the room.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I heard my name." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stepped into the room in a pale blue dress with a matching blue ribbon around her head. It was strange, Emelia thought; before she'd seen Brody, when she met her sister in the hall, she could have sworn that her sister was wearing something different.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "We were talking about you," Brody said grandly, waving Hannah inside. "Your sister is going to have a lovely tea for singles, and we of course must invite you. What is a Wells party without Miss Hannah in attendance?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia watched her sister. There was something strange in the way she stood and the bright color in her cheeks. She wondered if Hannah had been at the door listening before she appeared, but dismissed the thought when Hannah said, "That sounds lovely. I was just thinking that an event like that would be fine. Will your brother be there, Brody?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "He will!" Brody turned a significant glance in Emelia's direction, and she hoped that her sister didn't notice it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Trying to distract from his lack of tact, Emelia waved her hand to Hannah. "Come, sit." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah blushed and looked at Brody. "No, actually, I'm headed into the library—I mean, the garden. I'm so sorry. I can't stay." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody cocked his head to the side. "You look different, Hannah. Is that a new gown?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She blinked in response, opened her mouth as though to say something, and then giggled lightly. It was a completely unfamiliar sound from her sister, and Emelia wrinkled her forehead in confusion. Hannah cleared her throat and seemed to gather herself.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes," she said more demurely. "It is new, and I will say I'm impressed that you noticed." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody raised an eyebrow and shook the lacy hem of his sleeves. "Obviously I am a fellow fashion enthusiast. We should work together to get your sister into something a bit more modern." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia rolled her eyes at their familiar line of teasing.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You two should find something new to say and someone new to tease," she scolded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah gave a little curtsy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, I don't want to intrude on you two," she said. "Keep talking and planning that little soiree." With one backward glance at the two, she left the room on light feet.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody watched her go with a frown. "Is she alright?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia smiled.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Who knows? Maybe someone's forcing her to cheer up their morose older brother." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    The morning of the tea party was two days later. Emelia, perhaps out of weariness with the garden party only days past, perhaps as an act of rebellion against Brody's slapdash plan, didn't go out of her way to make it extravagant as she would ordinarily have done. She arranged with the cook to brew a light tea and to serve scones and sandwiches at the breakfasting room inside.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "We've got a new tea in from London," the cook said hopefully. "I don't think it's a black tea—it has some sort of subtle flowery smell. I think it would be a huge hit." The woman gave a slight grimace. "Perhaps redeem our last incident?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia smiled kindly at the woman. "I trust you. If it smells good to you, and you think it would pair well with the menu, than I encourage you to go ahead with your plan. Something new from London is just what this party needs." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "There aren't many chairs," the cook looked around the table. "A dozen?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "A baker's dozen, counting me," Emelia said with a smile. "Brody Shaw has some glorified idea of a couples dinner, and has therefore asked me to invite a smattering of non-couples over for dinner." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The cook leveled a kind smile on Emelia. "And no one for the miss?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No one for this miss, no." Emelia shrugged with a smile. "But that way I can focus my efforts on producing the first flawless party at the Wells home. No incidents." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I believe in us," the cook said, shuffling away downstairs to set about assembling the necessary ingredients.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia directed the maids to spread a white cloth on the table and then set out her delicate blue and white china, a vase with red roses, and the glassware. It looked inviting enough. Then she went to her father's office and made certain that he was settled with a meal and a book.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Are you alright, Emelia?" he asked. He looked at her as though he was worried about her. He so rarely worried about her. More often than not she was fussing over him; at least she had been since her mother had died.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course I'm alright." She smiled as brightly as she could. "Just preoccupied, is all. Come and get me if you need anything, Papa." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Then it was off upstairs to put on a gown fitting for a late morning tea. She dressed in a royal blue gown with long, fitted sleeves, and stiff trim around the wrists and collar. She twisted her hair into a braid, pulled out a few strands around her face, and wrapped a ribbon around the lot of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She still wasn't certain about this party—the whole business with setting Hannah up—but she knew that it was a beginning, not a complete story. She may be nudging the boat, but in the end Brody couldn't make anything happen that wasn't what Hannah and Montgomery wanted.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When she came back downstairs, Hannah was frowning at the seating arrangement card.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Emelia, did you put me by Montgomery?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes." Emelia smiled. "He's only in town for a few days. I thought you might like to catch up with him." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Catch up with him? I hardly know him, and what I do know isn’t very interesting. He'll either sit silently, or he'll engage me in a scientific discussion, neither of which sounds very nice." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, Lady Michelle Parker is on the other side of you. Just talk with her." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah pursed her lips. She rarely seemed like the spoiled younger sister, but she was doing a good imitation today. She turned on her heel and went to wait for guests by the window. Emelia had hardly finished putting the finishing touches on the arrangement at the entryway when she heard a familiar voice on the steps outside.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah raised her eyes from the blind and nodded. So Lady Michelle was the first. Again. Emelia put a smile on her face and opened the door, standing just behind the butler as the guests began coming inside. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "So wonderful to hear of another event so soon after your last rustic affair," Lady Michelle said as she came into the house in a whirl of white silk and lace. She dropped her gloves into the hands of a waiting footman as though he had nothing better to do but stand and receive. "Although you do know it looks a little lonely to be hosting two events so close together. Perhaps you'd like to get together for a little friend time?" She put a hand gently on Emelia's arm, and Emelia forced a smile.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "How kind of you to ask. Perhaps we can talk about that after the tea party." She knew Michelle would forget by the time the event was over; perhaps within the next few minutes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Shaws were the last to arrive, as usual. Brody had sent over a note the day before warning her that Montgomery had not wanted to come to the event, and might very well be in a bad mood upon arrival. Emelia had hoped his brother's distaste for social occasions would call the whole thing off, but Brody was nothing if not persistent. He had decided on the prescription for his brother's woes, and he was not about to back down until that prescription was fulfilled.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia curtsied. "Mr. Shaw. Mr. Brody." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery seemed to her to be distant. He was not unkind, but he looked as he had the day of her garden party, like a man biding time until it was polite to leave. She swallowed her frustration and led the group of twelve into the morning room.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "We'll be serving tea soon," she said with a smile, graciously pointing to the lettered table placements. "Have a seat and help yourself to the sandwiches." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a great scraping of chairs and everyone took their places. Everyone, that is, except Brody. He remained standing and sidled over to Emelia.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It looks lovely," he said. Conversation was already picking up around the table as the awkward shyness of the initial meeting dissolved into interested conversation. He smiled. "If nothing else, we can at least claim responsibility for bringing half the county together for romantic purposes." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia tightened her lips. "I'm only avoiding rolling my eyes," she said through a forced smile, "because I'm hosting an event and a proper hostess doesn't make her guests uncomfortable with such vulgarities." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Right on," he said with a wink, slipping into his seat down the table from her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The footman returned with a pot of steaming tea and poured generous cups to the guests, asking at each turn whether or not tea would be required. Everyone began sipping their drinks as he made his way around the table, and Emelia posed one of the many questions her mother had taught her to tuck away in her mental bank in case of an event such as this.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Has anyone been to London recently? This tea is from there, and whenever I enjoy something from the city it just makes me so eager to return." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, I went just last week." Of course, Michelle spoke first. "I find it so wearisome to be in the country as much as we are. The estate has so little in the way of conversation or social opportunities." She smiled around the table as though everyone was watching her perform some sort of poem or song. And, in fact, Emelia had to admit that every time Michelle spoke she had an arresting quality. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her skin looked the same cream as the pearls dangling from her ears, and her hair fell in soft waves around her face. Despite her frustrations with Michelle and, perhaps as Brody predicted, jealousy, Emelia couldn't help but admit that Lady Michelle Parker looked the part of a modern Aphrodite.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Really?" Emelia asked her. "Tell me about your visit." Beside her, she saw Montgomery sniff the tea that had been poured him and then set it aside. She tried to focus on the subject at hand and not take the insult personally, but his actions were beyond grating. Furthermore, he seemed to be virtually ignoring Hannah.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Michelle took another sip of tea and bit delicately into a sandwich. A woman like her could afford to make people wait to hear her thoughts. Emelia knew from experience that everyone would hang on her words, waiting to hear what Michelle had to add to the conversation, no matter how long it took. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At last she spoke. "It was nice enough. You know, it's so hard to go during the season. Everyone's having balls and events that they want me to go to, and I'm just in the area to do a bit of seasonal shopping. My tailor's working up something in the new French style." She raised her eyebrows. "I know it's a bit revolutionary, but I think the politics are less important than the larger social impact of fashion." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia cast a frustrated glance at Brody and saw him hide a smile.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Lady Michelle," he said, taking a sip of his own tea. "It's so good to hear that you have an interest in world events and the influences upon culture." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I think it's important to stay informed," she said demurely, popping a berry into her mouth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia turned to the girl next to her and asked in a slightly lower voice, "And you, Maryanne? How long will you be visiting your family in this part of the country?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a signal to the rest of the table to go about their own business, talking to the partner next to them, and it was a chance for Emelia to see if Brody's plan had actually worked. She listened to the girl beside her, but spent the majority of her brain energy eavesdropping on her sister and Montgomery. She couldn't hear what they were saying over the low hum of conversation around the table, but she saw her sister's face was growing increasingly distressed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia wondered what Montgomery could have done to so quickly bring out discomfort in Hannah, who usually kept such emotions well under the surface, but just as Maryanne was launching into another long litany of what she did at the house—sewing and practice of the musical arts seemed to rank fairly high in her accomplishments—Emelia saw her sister leap up from her place at the table and flee the room.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This attracted some attention from the other guests, and so Emelia herself rose as sedately as possible and made her way outside.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm sure it's nothing," she said to the worried people. "Please, just give me a moment. " 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The hall outside was empty. She called Hannah's name tentatively and then a maid came around the corner with a basket of linens.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Have you seen Miss Hannah?" she asked the maid.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The girl curtsied. "Yes, ma'am. She just went running by to her room, ma'am." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia took off down the hall, then turned and took the stairs up to the upper floor two at a time. Outside her sister's room she knocked twice before Hannah answered the door. She looked absolutely terrible. Emelia had expected to find her sister crying about some comment Montgomery had made, but in fact she looked legitimately ill. She had a pale grey sheen over her skin and watery eyes. She was clutching her stomach.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I can't stay long," she said miserably. "I'm so sorry to ruin your party, but I'm in desperate need of a chamber pot. Something didn't agree with me." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh," Emelia said awkwardly. "I thought—I thought Montgomery had said something disturbing to you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't have any idea what that morose gentleman said. From the moment I started eating and drinking I felt ill, and I was focusing all my attentions on making it out of that room without a disaster." She stepped away from the door, her face desperate. "Please, Emelia. Send up a maid to help. I'll be fine." And she shut the door in her sister's face.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Worried, Emelia walked back downstairs. Sometimes it seemed to her that parties were just opportunities to guess at what would go wrong, and now she no longer had to wonder. Hannah's sudden illness was today's blunder, surely. When she reached the bottom of the stairs and saw the hallway, she realised she couldn't have been further from the truth.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Four women were crowding around the powder room, demanding entrance, two men were holding their stomachs, and out of the window Emelia could see a third man was vomiting in a garden plot. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Is everything alright?" she asked one of the women.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Don't." The woman looked miserable. "Can't. Talk." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia took off down the hall, wondering what mysterious plague had hit her home. In the drawing room Brody was leaning against the wall looking decidedly green and Montgomery was feeling Maryanne's wrist for a pulse. She looked ill as well, and embarrassed. Everyone else had already vacated the dining chamber.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What happened here?" Emelia asked.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery stood, peering at her. "Wait," he said. "Do you feel alright?" She nodded. He turned and scanned the table. Come to think of it, she realised, Montgomery himself looked okay as well. "I wonder if it was food poisoning," he said musingly. "You didn't get a chance to eat." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "But you did eat," Emelia said.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And I didn't," Maryanne said apologetically, looking as though she was about to run. "I never can eat at functions like this. I get too nervous." She leaned over, gripping her stomach in distress.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery's face was creased in thought. Suddenly, his eyes brightened. "Come with me," he said to Emelia. Commanded, more like it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I think I ought to stay with my guests," she said firmly, but instead he turned and opened the servants’ quarters and beckoned.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, I need you. You're the only able-bodied guest left."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Annoyed, Emelia followed him downstairs to the kitchen where the cook was putting the finishing touches on a fine cake that was to have been the crowning achievement of the party. It was white with pearled icing and tiny roses around the base. The woman looked up in surprise.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Is everything to your liking, Miss?" she asked, clearly worried. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery strode right into the kitchen, apparently having no concern for the impropriety of the whole thing and took a small tin off the shelf. He snapped it open and smelled the inside. "Is this the tea you used?" he asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The cook shook her head. "No, this." She pulled a box from the side table and held it up wonderingly to the doctor's eyes. "It's newly ordered from London. A fine herbal brew." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery took the box, smelled it, pulled back in alarm, and held it out to Emelia. "That's what I thought. Turmeric and Lobelia. This isn't a daytime tea—it's medicinal to induce the body to void. I've only ever used anything like it with poison victims or people who've taken too much opium. And I never, ever would brew it full strength." He winced and looked at Emelia. "The good news is that aside from a good deal of discomfort, it's not likely any of your guests will suffer permanent effects. The bad news is that none of them will be able to make it to their carriages, much less home. Do you have enough rooms to set them up with beds and chamber pots?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded, thinking that the bad news actually had nothing to do with the distance between her front door and a guest's carriage—the bad news was that she'd served tea that had poisoned an entire guest list.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And you," Montgomery said, turning to the cook. "Prepare eleven glasses of clear water and a normal, chamomile tea. Can you do that and have it brought up with one of the maids?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The cook nodded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia looked down at her hands, feeling miserable. "I poisoned them," she said shakily. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Actually, you didn't." Montgomery raised his eyebrows in her direction. "What you did was the opposite, although I'm not sure what you did was much better." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He turned and strode from the room, leaving Emelia in a pool of guilt behind him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It didn't take long to settle the guests in their rooms. Two men decided to brave the journey home, and Emelia watched them walk away knowing that it was the last she'd see of them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody settled in a room at the far end of the hall, Maryanne and two other ladies shared a large guest room with multiple cots, two other girls crashed in the sitting room to the side, and the remaining gentlemen took the solo room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah had fallen asleep in her bed after a violent round of voiding, and Emelia was glad of it. At least her sister, for the time being, was out of her misery. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She followed Montgomery around in a haze of embarrassment and chagrin. She felt like a child, a foolish child that hadn't taken the time to make sure her cook's new tea was appropriate for a large group. The best thing she could do now was keep her opinions to herself and give Montgomery aid wherever she could.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She didn't have time to change, so she wrapped a long tea towel around her slim waist as an apron, tied a small kerchief around her hair to keep the wisps out of her face, and rolled up her sleeves to her forearms.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "May I help you?" she asked Montgomery in the first room she entered, where all the men but Brody were sweating miserably on cots. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery looked up briefly. His clothes were tousled—he'd taken off his outer coat and had his sleeves rolled up past his elbows; his medical bag was open on the floor and he was working quickly, moving from patient to patient as they talked. There was something about him, though, that seemed perfectly neat for the first time in a long time. Emelia looked closer and realised that his eyes weren't distant anymore: he was focused; intent on what he was doing, quick to act.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't think this is a place for a lady," he said quickly, looking back down to his work. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Under ordinary circumstances Emelia would have been annoyed by this, even outraged, but as it was she felt only more chagrin. It was her fault that everything had been ruined, after all. She stepped forward and knelt quietly by Montgomery's side, watching what he was doing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had moistened cloths and was laying them on the heads of the men in the room. Then, on occasion, he would offer up some chamomile and a strange little potion for their abdomen. All this he accompanied with whispered encouragements that she couldn’t catch. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I know I'm fairly ignorant," she tried again. "But I'd like to help." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery turned away, and Emelia did too, as one of the men leaned over and vomited into a pot. Montgomery looked at Emelia with a note of triumph in his face. "With this particular illness," he explained, "most of the nursing is a rather dismal business." He sighed and moved towards the pot. "Don't you think you've helped enough, Emelia?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She bit her lip, wanting to run and hide. But she was not a child anymore, and an adult faced their failings. She walked forward quickly, holding her breath, and hoisted the chamber pot up.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'll take care of this," she said briefly. "Anything else you need while I'm downstairs?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked at her for a moment as though he was seeing her for the first time. "No," he said at last. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Good. If that changes, let me know." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When she returned with a clean pot, there was another to carry down, and another after that. She worked quickly, looking away from the substance inside; demanding a higher strength from herself. Montgomery didn't need a nurse who was too frightened of bodily fluids to offer any real assistance. He needed someone strong enough to actually help. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She followed him into Brody's room, found the young man sleeping fitfully, and then moved on to Hannah's room. Emelia knocked, made sure Hannah was decent, and then let Montgomery in. Hannah's face was still pale and she lay among her crumpled blankets, evidence that she'd been leaping in and out of bed at a regular rate.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Shouldn't we let her sleep?" Emelia said as Montgomery moved to her bedside. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Ordinarily I'd say yes," he said quietly, the first words he'd spoken to her since the chamber pot incident, "but in this case I'm worried about that." He pointed to the full glass of water and the full pot of tea by her bedside. "The biggest concern in illnesses like this," he went on, "is that the patient will suffer from severe dehydration. Unfortunately, this is more likely in women than in men—they tend to avoid hydrating sufficiently, especially at parties like this. You heard Maryanne. She is starving herself to preserve her figure." He sighed. "We should wake Hannah and make sure she drinks something." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "But what if she just voids it again?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Then we give her more to drink a little later. Come back at thirty minute intervals." He shook Hannah by the shoulder and, when she opened her eyes, bent down to check her pupils. "How are you feeling?" he asked her. When she shook her head and closed her eyes again he felt the papery skin inside her wrist and then frowned. "See how slowly the wrinkles come back together?" he said softly to Emelia. "She's already a bit dehydrated. Hannah, I'm going to need you to drink something." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah shook her head, but at last relented and, miraculously, the chamomile tea seemed to stay down. When they'd left her resting again, in the hallway Emelia turned to Montgomery.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Thank you," she said softly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "For what?" he asked. She thought with surprise that he genuinely didn't seem to know. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "For helping with all this." She waved her hand around. "I can't imagine how you feel getting invited to an event where you end up having to work the entire time. I do appreciate you telling me what you're doing, though. It helps me know how to help." In truth, she appreciated more than that. She appreciated the way he told her what to do—without condescension or any patronising manner. He spoke to her as though she were a student in his surgery; as though she were like any young man who could have studied and was learning on the job.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "In truth," he shrugged, "I'd rather be doing this than attending a party anyway." He turned to go, but before he had taken two steps down the hall he turned back around and looked at her with a moment of rare gentleness. "Emelia, these things happen. Your cook ordered the wrong tea. You didn't do anything wrong; you just have bad luck." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And he was gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery put down the cup of chamomile tea and looked around the room. For once, everyone seemed to be sleeping soundly. Only a few moments ago he'd sent Emelia out with another brimming chamber pot, and he felt for her. He turned to the maid.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm going to grab a breath of air in the garden. Please alert me if anything changes in the patients' conditions."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He knew that it wouldn't. The tea would only work until it had purged every vestige of food in a person's body. It brought back bad memories—a time when he'd been forced to use it after a sickening mother took too much opium in an effort to escape her pain. The tea hadn't worked then the way it was working now. Or, if it did work, it was too late.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He walked downstairs and ran a hand through his loose hair. The garden outside was brighter than he'd expected, full of sunshine and beauty that belied the sick chambers inside. When all those slumbering guests awoke they would be weak and still light-headed, but desperate to get home; to get out of the Wells house and away from Emelia Wells' disastrous social functions. He felt for her, just as he'd felt compassion when she first made a move to empty the chamber pot. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When she'd offered her help, he'd mistaken her gesture as an attempt to cover her guilt with frivolous, useless, schoolgirl attempts at nursing. No, Emelia, I don't need you to hold a cloth to this man's brow and sing a lullaby. But she'd shown herself a hard worker without complaint, and he admired that.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He took a few steps into the garden and there she was, leaning against a tree with one arm. He walked over to her and only then saw her hand against her stomach. She looked up, saw him, and immediately straightened. She bore none of the symptoms of the other patients, but her face did look a little pale. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Are you sure you didn't drink any of the tea?" he asked, leading her to a bench in the shade of an arbor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Certain." She blushed. "I was just…a bit unwell." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Ah." Understanding dawned on Montgomery and he smiled. "You know," he said, "in my first surgery I lost my lunch moments after they cut into the cadaver." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled wanly. "I thank you for your indulgence, but there's a good deal of difference between slicing sinew and muscle and dumping a few chamber—" she stopped, holding a hand to her mouth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I have an idea," Montgomery said lightly, fighting the smile that threatened his lips. "Why don't we just sit here in this quiet garden and say no more of sinew or—" he whispered, "—you-know-what." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled; an expression that sent the light shooting like sparks into her deep brown eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Thank you," she said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He didn't say what he was thinking, but in truth he was impressed. The sickness in the garden, which she clearly saw as a moment of weakness, was only evidence to him that Emelia was affected by all that she had seen inside, yet still she'd completed her duties professionally and without letting the patients know how much it disgusted her. That was the mark of a good nurse, and here he'd found it in a woman he'd previously considered to be a part of the privileged masses.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Let us talk about more pleasant subjects," she said at last. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "We don't have to talk at all." Montgomery was finding it restful to just sit here with her, not speaking; not trying to be anything or to fend off any teasing. Emelia and Brody had always been so close, hadn't they? He just wanted to spend some quiet time recovering.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But she didn't start with anything mocking at all.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Can I ask you a question?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I suppose." He didn't know why, but it made him uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Brody told me yesterday that he didn't believe in love. He didn't think it existed—only a sort of friendly affection in the best of circumstances and," she blushed, "lust in the worst of circumstances." She shrugged. "I wonder what you think about it all." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He blinked, shocked that she would broach such an intimate question with him. It was strange, since they'd never spoken on personal matters like these before, but there was something in the way she asked it that was full of innocence. He looked at her wide eyes; that one tendril of dark blond hair breaking free from the cloth around her head; her slender hands resting in her lap. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You want to know if I think love is real." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I suppose. Have you ever considered marriage?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He laughed uncomfortably. "You certainly are going for the jugular with these questions." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "The jugular?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He reached forward and pressed against the soft spot of her neck where the jugular was. She tensed, and he followed suit. In fact, Montgomery had meant it as a medical gesture—just showing an interested person where a certain part of anatomy was—and he feared she'd misinterpreted it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He pulled his finger back from the milky part of her skin as though burned. She saved the moment, laughing a little and touching the place where he'd touched. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I know what a jugular is, Montgomery, I was wondering why you thought my questions were so very—cutthroat." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I just meant that you're asking things ladies don't usually ask gentlemen." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She shrugged, her eyes still innocent; interested. "We've known each other forever. I'm just interested in your life." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He bit his lip, the ingrained habits of a bachelor still running circles around his motives. He wanted to make a joke, to talk about how a man like him could never settle down; to say that he didn't want marriage or love or children—but it was a lie, and in that moment in the garden, 11 patients shared between them, he knew that she would see through him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I am perhaps more romantic than my brother about the subject of love," he said at last. "Although only barely so. I believe love exists, and I believe if it can be found it is a beautiful thing that bears its truest form in marriage and, hopefully, children. I just don't think it's very often that a couple finds that kind of love. I see far more marriages of convenience, and I've no desire for such a thing." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia nodded, considering. "Is there anyone in the area that has ever caught your eye?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery frowned. If it hadn’t been Emelia, he would have thought she was fishing for a compliment about herself, but he knew Emelia well enough to know she would imagine no such thing. He thought she was on the trail of another romance. He wondered what she had up her sleeve.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "At present," he said, trying to throw her off base, "I am too employed with my work and additional research to spend any time at all on women. Additionally, it would have to be a very resilient sort of woman to withstand the life that I wish to lead. I will need someone who can stay up at all hours of the night, bear up under extreme discomfort, and on occasion witness really horrifying things. Everyone goes to the town doctor with their ailments, and I wouldn't be surprised if a wife of mine was forced to see a severed limb or two." He knew he was being dramatic, but he wanted to poke some fun at her in return, make her imagine whatever match she'd fashioned in her head opening the door to a grisly sight. "You don't find women like that often in the parlors of fine houses in the country." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He expected her to protest. Emelia had always had modern ideas about the strength and resiliency of women. Instead, she cocked her head to the side.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Really?" she asked. "Have you really seen such awful things?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He paused. "Yes, I suppose I have. Not the worst, perhaps, but some difficult things." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What was the worst thing you ever saw?" She paused, rephrasing the question. "If you can share it. I suspect there are things that were the worst in theory—gruesome and the like—and things that were just hard because of the person suffering." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For the second time that day, he looked at her as though seeing her for the first time. "That is…very insightful." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He sorted through a litany of images in his mind, trying to decide what to share with her. She didn't want to be shocked or scandalised. She was genuinely interested.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "One time," he said slowly, "a farmer came in with his foot all but severed off." He watched Emelia closely, but her nausea from before seemed to have faded. She was looking back at him with a steady gaze. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What did you do?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "We had to amputate. In truth, I think it could have been much worse. We were able to catch it before gangrene had spread." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What do you do if gangrene takes over?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Do you really want to know?" He had never had a conversation like this with a girl who was actually interested in his work, especially regarding a subject that was so inherently graphic.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shrugged. "Gangrene is a condition that occurs when body tissue dies and blood can't get to certain parts of the body. Sometimes this happens because of illnesses or gout, but most often I've encountered it in moments of severe trauma." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What happens when the blood can't get to a certain part of the body?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Blood carries things like oxygen around the body," he explained, "but it also carries nutrients that fight infection. If the wounded area can't receive that life-giving blood, than wet gangrene can spread quickly throughout the body and cause death." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia shivered, but her gaze remained calm. "That's awful. What can you do to stop it?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery pursed his lips. "I know it sounds garish, but the best course of action with a seriously wounded and crushed injury is to amputate." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded seriously, and for a moment he thought that she was going to leave off the subject. Then, after a pause, she added, "So that was a grisly sight, but what is one of the harder emotional things you've had to experience?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He thought about the pale face of William Thimble, a poor country delivery boy who'd died of typhus in his arms two years ago, but when he looked up at Emelia he couldn't bring himself to be honest. She met his eyes, and as strange as it was, seemed to read his discomfort at once.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Actually," she said gently, "you can tell me of such things another time. Perhaps you could explain something else about your profession. I've always been rather interested in the treatment of the pox. I heard there have been some new developments." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery smiled. It was a favourite subject of his. "As you well know," he said, "inoculation has for many years been the only treatment to stave off smallpox, and as this involves an incision in the patient's arm and the planting of another person's infected tissue into their tissue. It was often dangerous and could sometimes result in the full infection of the healthy person." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia nodded seriously.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "But you may have heard of Edward Jenner—he is a scientist here in England who recently discovered a way to vaccinate people against the disease using cow pox. It still has some symptoms, but they aren't nearly as serious, and rarely life-threatening." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia raised her eyebrows. "Aren't you concerned about using an animal disease on a person?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Not if it produces such solid results. You should read his paper when you come over to my house next time," Montgomery could feel himself growing excited to share something so close to his heart. "He's essentially found a way to do the most good with the least harm, and he did so through a serious of practical experiments." He began laying out the details of the first experiment with an eight-year-old boy, and then he paused. "I'm sorry," he said, catching himself. "I don't want to bore you. It's only that you have a kind ear, and I mistake your patience for genuine interest." He looked up towards the rooms and stood. "I really ought to go back inside and tend to our patients." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia stood quickly too and laid a hand on his arm, smiling kindly. "Your compliment is well meant," she said, "but no one has ever before accused me of patience, sir. I was listening because I am genuinely interested in your profession, and I'd like to learn. Some other time, when you're not putting out fires under my own roof, perhaps you'd take the time to show me that paper of which you speak." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He nodded and bowed, making an effort to hide his confusion as he walked away. Emelia talked as though she had no idea how unusual it was for a lady to show such direct interest in the medical profession. At the door Montgomery glanced back and caught her looking at him with a thoughtful expression before he slipped inside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was two days before Hannah had fully regained her strength, and though the other guests had been able to return home that very evening, Emelia could only imagine that they were struggling just as much to recuperate after the effects of the medicinal tea. She was horrified. She'd only received one note of remonstrance from Lady Michelle Parker, but the silence of the other guests was nearly as damning.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Although I don't have a desire to drive further home the humiliation you must certainly be enduring," the letter had read with icy sophistication, "I do think it behooves me to step into the role that your mother would certainly take were she still alive under the circumstances, and implore you on every occasion to find a way to slow down in the arranging of such events and make certain of your details so that repeat disasters like this do not occur. I cannot, of course, hold your current lack of knowledge against you, and I'm certain there was no malice in it, but going forward I would appreciate a bit more care on your part in the planning of such events. The afternoon was only saved by the thoughtfulness and gentility of the good Dr. Shaw in his tender treatment of our ailment. Please tell him he has my eternal thankfulness at your next meeting." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I will not," Emelia said after she read the letter the second time, this time aloud to Hannah. "She can do her own preening; she doesn't need my assistance." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Does she not?" Hannah sniffed and began pinning her luscious brown curls up high atop her head. She was dressed in a riding habit for her weekly ride with Emelia into the neighboring town. It was a good bit of exercise, but light enough that it wouldn't risk disrupting her still fragile health. "I think she can use all the help we can give her. Montgomery hardly looked at her the entire tea party." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You say, 'the entire tea party' as if it lasted any length of time at all. I assure you, he did have to look at her a bit when she first fell ill, and after that there was hardly time for him to look at anyone." Emelia knew this was her chance, and she felt the note Brody had sent over that morning tucked in the wrist of her gown. It seemed enormous, as though Hannah must be able to see it glowing like a candle through the grey fabric, but Emelia knew that was nonsense. She would have no way of knowing, and even if she did, she would not imagine the contents. "I think he spent the most time speaking with you, actually." She put her hands to her own hair. It was already pinned at the base of her neck to allow for her riding hat, but she needed to look nonchalant; busy, so Hannah wouldn’t suspect anything. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "He would have to, being seated by me and all." Hannah fumbled with the rag curls around her forehead. Emelia had never understood why a girl born with perfect ringlets would feel the need to curl her bangs, but it was all the fashion now to have undisturbed perfection around one's face, and though Emelia had never much cared about fashion, Hannah was attuned to it always. "And we only exchanged a few words before I was forced to flee." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What did you talk about?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm not sure I remember," Hannah said airily. She ran her fingers gently through a few of the curls, softening them. "I think I asked after his visit, and he said that he'd found his mother well. I think he'd only just arrived a few days ago, the day of your garden party, perhaps." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And you said?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why are you so interested?" Hannah leapt up and took her bonnet from the rack, tying the wide blue bow smartly under her chin and then pulling on her dark red riding gloves. "Do you quiz all your guests with such intensity about their conversations?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I just wanted to make sure you had a good time." There was a moment's pause and then Emelia let out a short laugh. "Before you didn't, of course." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes," Hannah said, peering in the mirror and pinching her cheeks for the finishing touch, "I think you can hardly imagine the party was a 'good time' for anyone, except perhaps Montgomery. Morose as the fellow is, he does have a knack for medicine, doesn't he?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia watched Hannah skip out of the room and bit her lip. Her sister would be onto her plot sooner rather than later if she wasn't more careful. She slipped the note out of her sleeve and opened it, reading again the short phrase that had secretly coordinated the timing of today's activity.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The covered bridge by noon. I know you always ride that way. Brody. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a clever ruse, not only because it followed normal patterns and would raise no suspicions in either Montgomery or Hannah's mind, but because it also required no event from Emelia, and therefore no potential for disaster. She'd always had a good attitude about her failings, but it was harder to shake this most recent public fiasco and she wasn't sure why. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took her straw hat from the peg and pinned it onto her hair. It sat back a bit against her low chignon. She wished for a moment that she'd taken the time to curl her bangs as Hannah had and pull them down to frame her face; all she had were a few long strands that came loose out of necessity, not style.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Who are you primping for?" she teased herself, tying the hat ribbon loosely so it hung down near her neckline. "Remember, you've already got Brody ten years out." She winked at herself, trying to keep the tone light; trying to hold on to that wispy happiness that seemed so dissatisfied as of late.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The horses were already saddled and waiting when she and Hannah went into the courtyard. They climbed aboard with the help of a mounting block and took off down the road towards the overlook they both loved. It was a beautiful ride that looped along the moor to a high place—not the most direct route into town, but certainly the loveliest.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I really think we should go back to the sea this year," Hannah said as they rode along, legs looped over the horns of their saddles, backs straight. "I do so miss the fresh air and the sound of the gulls." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You hated the gulls," Emelia pointed out with a teasing smile. "Remember when one swooped down and stole your hot cross bun right out of your hand? It terrified you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I thought it was going for my ribbons," Hannah answered with sparkling eyes. "And it was your fault, after all. Father said we weren't supposed to throw bread at them, and you kept on doing it anyway." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "They looked hungry." Emelia laughed, feeling a tiny bit of her discomfort ease in the warmth of the day and the company of her sister. Both girls knew that she'd kept up feeding the gulls because it brought them near, because Hannah insisted that it was more important they follow the rules. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At the overlook, Emelia looked up into the sky and saw that the sun was nearly overhead. She nudged her horse on. "We'd best hurry," she said lightly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why?" Hannah slowed. "You always like to sit here and dangle your legs over the side. I'm not saying I want you to do that, exactly—one of these days you're going to fall to your death, Emmy—but I don't understand what the rush is. We've nothing to be back for this evening. No engagements in town, either." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No rush." Emelia bit her lip. She'd almost given up the game again. This was really Brody's wheel house, not hers. "I just want to make sure this lovely weather persists. You know, there was talk of rain today." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I didn't hear such talk." But Hannah urged her horse on anyway. Emelia had accidentally stumbled on exactly the most motivating thing to say. Hannah wouldn't risk getting caught in a rainstorm, which she feared both for the danger of a chill and the danger of a soaked gown.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As they neared the covered bridge, Emelia saw two figures riding up from the right, across an open field. Right on time. She wondered from whence they'd come. Brody must have gone far off his normal riding path to make them meet at the bridge, otherwise they would have missed each other completely on the way to town.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Who is that?" Hannah asked. And then, a moment later, "Emmy, it's the Shaws. Imagine meeting them here." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "We are in the same county," Emelia said quickly, desperate to cover any suspicions Hannah might have. "The likelihood is that we'll run into them sooner or later." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Don't be a pill." Hannah cast a quick glance her way and then raised a hand to wave. "I wonder if they're headed to town too? Maybe they'd fancy a ride with us." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This was working out much better than Emelia had imagined. It seemed that, when it came to Montgomery, Hannah was more willing than one might expect. She had come up with the idea of riding together even before Brody had had the chance to present it, and she seemed eager enough to see the newcomers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At the bridge, the men drew their horses up and waited for the ladies to make their way down the hill. When they arrived, Brody spoke first, sweeping off his hat and bowing from atop his horse in that gallant way he had. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Tell me," he said, "what privileged two gentlemen such as ourselves to cross paths with two ladies of your caliber today?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "We're riding to town," Hannah said cheerfully. She smiled at Montgomery. "Dr. Shaw." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You look better," he said, examining her with what Emelia could see was a mixture of interest and concern. "Although a bit pale too. I hope you aren't exerting yourself too much." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Part of the paleness is by design," Hannah teased. "It is, after all, the mark of a lady to care for one's complexion." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery looked uncomfortable. "I wouldn’t know." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No," Brody interjected, "us gentlemen have such little knowledge of such affairs. If you ladies are riding to town, perhaps we could accompany you. I remembered while out on our ride that I need a special tool from the bookbindery, and today is as good a day as any to fetch it." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "We're going to the bookstore too," Hannah said. "Although I just want to look for the new poetry manuscript from William Blake. Then we have to go over to the milliners and look at the new ribbon." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course," Brody said with mock sobriety. "One couldn't go to town and miss out on that opportunity. Perhaps we can accompany you there as well and offer our assistance." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "In the choosing of ribbons?" Montgomery raised his eyebrows. "I'm not sure that we'll have much to say in that regard." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Come now, Brody's been helping us choose ribbons since we were girls," Emelia said airily, finally finding her voice now that it seemed the whole thing was coming off as planned. "Let us go off with it now." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They urged their horses on down the road, and after a few paces, when the street narrowed, Brody fell back alongside Emelia and left Montgomery and Hannah riding ahead.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Slow it a bit," he said under his breath when she tried to keep up. "You've got to give them space to talk." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It seemed like they were talking, indeed. Emelia couldn't hear exactly what was said, partly because the horse's hooves and distance were disorienting, and partly because Brody decided to launch into a long and tedious explanation of the local flora and fauna to cover any possibility of eavesdropping. Emelia cast a glance in his direction and rolled her eyes. He paused. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That's not ladylike," he said, again under his breath. "You're setting a bad example for your sister." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Aren't you afraid you're being a bit obvious?" she answered back. "They'll surely suspect that all this was a ruse." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But, in fact, that seemed to not be the case. Montgomery and Hannah kept talking all the way to the town, and when they pulled up in front of the bookstore he helped her off her horse and tied up the girls’ mounts alongside his own. There wasn't even a hint of confusion. He seemed to take in stride that Emelia and Brody had just happened upon one another; that Brody had happened to fall back during the ride; that Emelia had happened to be interested in the local plants and animals.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She couldn't believe how well Brody's ridiculous plan was working. It was baffling. Almost as baffling as the feeling of annoyance that was simultaneously unfurling in her chest—she wasn't altogether pleased with the way this was turning out, and she wasn't sure why. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery opened the door to the dusty bookshop and held it for the ladies and Brody to walk through.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm going to the back to look for the tool," Brody tossed over his shoulder. Then, as he passed Emelia, "Would you help me?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia looked up with surprise, her hand resting on one of the many volumes stacked to be shelved near the front. She looked different today, Montgomery thought. Softer, perhaps. She hadn't met his eyes when he rode up to the two sisters on the road, but he understood as much. Their last meeting had been at the height of one of Emelia Wells' most horrendous hosting disasters, and he guessed she was still embarrassed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was hiding, almost, behind her sister, and when Brody called her name she followed him quickly into the back shelves of the bookstore. Hannah watched her go and then turned a dazzling smile in Montgomery's direction.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Did you find your Blake?" he asked, stepping over to where she stood.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She frowned and looked back at the books, her hands tracing the spines. "No," she mused. "I'm worried he's too forward-thinking for this little bookshop." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Romanticism is becoming more and more popular in the cities," Montgomery said, pulling out a copy of Wordsworth and flipping through the pages. "I shouldn't think it is even considered modern anymore." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well." Hannah turned her attention to another book. After a moment's pause she looked up at him with a questioning eyebrow. "I'm sorry, did you need anything?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery stepped back and shrugged. "No. I'll go find the bookkeeper and see if we can't track down your Blake."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He walked to the back of the store. It was in a tall, narrow building facing the street, and it was deeper than it was wide. Looking back to the front, Montgomery could see that Hannah had taken her seat by the window with the copy of Wordsworth he'd pulled out and was thumbing quickly through the pages. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the back, there were six rows of tall, narrow shelves, with all the hidden away books that the public was not necessarily seeking on a daily basis. It was here, rounding one of the shelves a little too quickly, that he nearly ran into Emelia. She was three rungs up a ladder, reaching for something, and when she saw him she gave a little cry.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He put a hand up quickly to her back, steadying her, and then let go as soon as she seemed stabilised again. She looked down and widened her eyes with a bit of self-degradation.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I really oughtn't to be allowed on ladders," she said. Then, looking behind him with a question in her eyes, she added, "Where's Hannah?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Reading." He peered above her. "Which book were you reaching for?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She cleared her throat and bit her lip. "Promise you won't tease?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm not the teasing type," he said seriously, wanting very much to smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She pointed at a rather thin book that claimed to be a complete chronology of beetles. Montgomery reached out and pushed at the base of the ladder, propelling Emelia so she was just within reach of the book so she could pluck it down with her own fingers. She took it in hand and climbed down carefully. When she was on the ground again she risked a glance up at him and he managed to keep his composure serious.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "So, beetles are what capture a young lady's fancy these days?" he asked.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I was just curious," she said, flipping open the book and scanning the pages aimlessly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, by all means," he went on, mocking a bit now, "you've found this bookkeeper's main flaw. If only he would agree to put books like this in his front window instead of all that romantic nonsense. Then he might actually sell books. I hear that the townspeople have been clamoring for A Complete Guide to Coleoptera." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She said nothing in response, and he realised with a jolt of amusement that she had tuned him out completely while she was reading. Suddenly sensing the silence, she looked up at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Pardon me?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled then, ever so slightly. "What have you found thus far?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Just this." She pointed to a line in the book. "'Beetles comprise twenty-five percent of all described animals and plants.' That can't be true, can it?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I could see it being possible," he mused. "I read once that there were beetles in nearly every climate, and the biodiversity is extreme. Perhaps some of the things you think of as mere insects are in fact beetles—you know the light bugs that dance around in the summer time? Those are beetles." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Fascinating." Again, she disappeared into the book, and this time Montgomery knew better than to talk. He looked back out at Hannah's form bent over Wordsworth and listened to the sound of Brody haggling with the bookkeeper in the back binding room. After a few moments, just as he expected, Emelia spoke again. This time she didn't raise her head from the book. Instead, she read verbatim: "'Beetles have invaded freshwater aquatic habitats several times through history. In all instances thus documented, adult beetles retain the spiracular respiratory system of their terrestrial relatives, requiring that they regularly have access to atmospheric gasses.'" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She paused for a moment with her head lowered and then gave a small, tentative giggle.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What is it?" Montgomery asked.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That's an awful lot of words just to say that a beetle in water needs to breathe just like the rest of us." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Spoken like a woman who has not had to read very many medical textbooks," Montgomery said with a smile. "Writers of medical articles and books seem to believe that the more complicated an explanation signifies the more intellectual among us." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "My mother always told me if you can't explain it to a child than you don't really know what it is." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "In part that's true," Montgomery shrugged. "But I could explain the workings of the respiratory system in the human body in part to a child. There would be significant portions that I would have to leave out until speaking with someone who had a more developed vocabulary." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He expected Emelia to nod and let the moment slip, but instead she raised her eyes to his and gave a sad little shrug. "Then I suspect you don't really understand the workings of the respiratory system." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a sound in the back and Montgomery looked up to see Brody emerging with the bookkeeper in tow. He raised a hand in greeting.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "My little friend out front is looking for some Blake," Montgomery said, clearing his throat and directing his attention towards the bookkeeper. "I don't suppose you have any on hand?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course I do." The bookkeeper walked to the front and took a small volume from a shelf far above Hannah's vision. He handed it to her. "See if it's to your liking. And you, miss?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery turned and saw that Emelia had followed him and Brody out into the main room. She was still holding A Complete Guide to Coleoptera.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, no." She set it aside. "I was just looking." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The foursome finished their purchases and then walked outside, headed towards the milliners at the end of the lane. Montgomery had no interest in the picking out of ribbons, and as they turned to go he stopped by the horses.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Go ahead," he said briefly. "I think I'm going to have to excuse myself early. I wanted to stop by the village doctor to see if there's any assistance he might need during my time back in this part of the county. It's been some time since I've talked with him about the newest methods and the like." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody opened his mouth in undisguised annoyance and then shut it again quickly when Emelia laid a hand on his arm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It was good to see you, Dr. Shaw," she said simply. She turned and looked at Brody, still speaking to Montgomery but clearly directing her words to his younger brother. "We won't trespass on any more of your time." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery wasn't sure why, but he was disappointed that she was so happy to see him go. Hannah, too, seemed hardly to notice and only curtsied half-heartedly as he walked away. He heard Brody say, as he took his horse's lead into hand, "I apologise. Montgomery Shaw always did have an aversion to fun." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Perhaps if you didn't tease him so awfully," Emelia said, showing Brody into her drawing room the following morning. The ride the day before, the shenanigans between her and Brody, the way Hannah had quizzed him on the ride home all about Montgomery and how long he would be staying in the area—all brought her a vague sense of unease. "You don't give your brother any chance to showcase his talents. If you really want him to end up with my sister, then you should give him a chance to take the lead." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That is exactly what I was thinking." Brody spun his hat onto the table. It twirled across the polished top and came to a halt under Emelia's hand. "I think we need another kind of event entirely, one where Montgomery can shine." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What we need," Emelia said, "is to stop meddling entirely. We don't need more shenanigans and pretend chance meetings. We just need to let him make the first move, as he ought." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "He won't, though. The old boy is infernally proper, and he won't move if he feels there isn't affection already there." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't believe that." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, it's true." Brody sobered somewhat, pulling out a chair and plopping unceremoniously into it. "Emmy, I heard him humming yesterday when I got home. He beat me home from the doctor's by just a few minutes, and he was in the library rearranging some books. He was humming. He used to do that, you know, when we were younger; before he went to school, and before our father died. He would do it when he was the peaceful kind of happy, the kind that has no striving or anxiety. I think this little plan of mine, the plan you think is so invasive and preposterous, might actually be working. Haven't you noticed how Hannah's been? She's been coming out of her shell more." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia had noticed that. Hannah seemed lighter and more interested in everything that was happening around her. She had asked a few times over the last few weeks to visit the Shaws, and she'd been so delighted by yesterday's "chance" meeting. "Perhaps you're right," Emelia consented. "But don't you think our involvement has gone far enough? I think they will be able to further the relationship from here without our involvement." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Perhaps," Brody said. He paused a moment as though deciding whether or not to say the truth, and then plunged ahead. "But it's not moving fast enough." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I knew it!" Emelia leapt up from her seat and shook her finger at her friend. "There's something in this for you—a reason you have to marry your brother off so quickly that has nothing to do with his happiness. Out with it at once, good sir." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody rolled his eyes. "You always assume the worst in people. No, I genuinely think that this will make both Montgomery and Hannah happy, and my initial reason for getting them together was truly to help my brother overcome his sadness regarding my father's death." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And now?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And now Mama says that Montgomery must marry first. She's so impressed by how serious he's been about his studies and his career that she wants to see some of that from me. She says she'd like me to wait until my older brother proposes to chase any lasses." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Any more lasses, you mean." Emelia smiled wryly. "Because you already have quite the bevy of broken hearts at your beck and call." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Unnecessary cruelty!" Brody gave a little laugh. "And though I'm willing to go along with my mother's reasoning for now, I can imagine it getting fairly uncomfortable if I have to wait years to see Montgomery on one knee. This heart is made for wooing—" he put one hand solemnly over his chest. "And I hate to deny the world what I have to offer." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You are, as ever, the soul of sacrifice," Emelia said sarcastically.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "If we decide that their happiness can be found in marriage, why put off Montgomery and Hannah's joy any longer than it needs to be put off?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia sighed. "I can't host anything else, not right now. I'm sorry, but my name's practically ruined in the county. Furthermore, I'm not sure I can take the strain of disappointing yet another group of guests." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Or poisoning them," Brody said innocently.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia reached across and smacked him gently on the arm. "So what's your grand plan, if it doesn't involve me throwing another haphazard party?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I will throw a lavish ball, I, Brody Shaw, and since it is on our estate Montgomery will be forced to be in attendance. I will invite Hannah, of course, and all the other beauties of the county. My dear brother will have at his disposal every lovely smile that this particular part of England has to offer, and I guarantee you that by the end of the night love will be in the air." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Every lovely beauty in the county?" Emelia raised an eyebrow. "And yet you only list my sister's name?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody stood gravely and then bent almost double in an exaggerated bow. "My dear Lady Emelia," he intoned in a voice two octaves lower than his usual tone, "would you please do me the honor of gracing our humble ball with the loveliness of your particular beauty? We would be remiss indeed if we didn't invite you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laughed again, feeling like a young girl again with Brody's teasing returned.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I suppose," she said in a high tone also not her own," that I can make an exception just this once to my general rule." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And that rule is?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Never attend a ball hosted by the county's most notorious dandy." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took off running before Brody could swat her in return. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    The night of the ball came quickly. In reality it was two weeks in the organising, but the time seemed to fly. Brody allowed Emelia to be part of some of the finite decisions, but for the most part he kept her at arm's length, insisting that she was a bad luck charm in such instances. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah was delighted by the invitation, so much so that even Emelia was finally forced to admit that her sister had at least a little bit of interest where Montgomery was concerned.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She and Hannah both dressed in light gowns—Hannah's was white with blue ribbons and bright white lace for trim, and Emelia's was a pale cream with seed pearls woven into her hair. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They slipped into cloaks, bid their father a fond good night, and then made off on foot across the expanse of property between their estate and the Shaw residence. It was a long walk for evening time, but the air was warm and both girls had a feeling of expectancy about them that fueled their path through the night.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm excited," Hannah said softly as they wound their way over the hills and within sight of the Shaw home at last. It was lit up below in the valley between the hills, and they could see carriages crawling up the distant lane to the front door. "It's been some time since we've had a ball." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It's the first time in a long time I've seen any sort of soiree at the Shaws’," Emelia said softly. Too fresh in her mind sat the memories of that same estate draped in dark silk at the windows with black mourning wreaths at the door. "I wonder how Montgomery and his mother feel surrounded by all this merriment. I'm sure the memories of Mr. Shaw are especially poignant." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And Brody," Hannah said quickly. "Don't you wonder how Brody feels as well? He lost his father too, and just because he chooses to be lighthearted doesn't mean he is over the death." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I know that." Emelia felt a little sharp pang of annoyance. "I know Brody better than anybody. He may feel his father's death sharply, but he also wasn't as close with the man as Montgomery was. Look at this party that he's put on." The girls were further down the hill, and they could hear the strands of faint music echoing across the lawn towards them. There were paper lanterns bobbing about in the back gardens, and the sparkling movement of guests in the windows. "I only meant to point out that Brody likely finds this party healing because of his nature, while his brother and mother might not be so inclined." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah didn't say anything else, and Emelia wondered at her sister's sudden mood. There was something hanging between them, something unspoken, and for the first time in her entire life she felt that she didn't fully know her little sister.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At the base of the hill they cut across the back gardens and came up through the back door to find a marble staircase already spotted with party goers taking great gulping breaths of the fresh evening air. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The music intensified in volume as they walked inside, and as they crossed the threshold Hannah reached out her arm and slid it gently into Emelia's. It was peace offering, and though Emelia didn't fully understand why it was needed, she was grateful for it nonetheless.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The inner halls and the great ballroom at the west end of the house were resplendent, like Emelia had never even seen them, even in the years when Alistair Shaw had still been alive. The walls were white and gilded with gold and crown molding as always, but today they were hung with draperies and twinkling lanterns that gave the interior the appearance of some magical place.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The two sisters walked together through the splendor, stopping at the opening to the main ballroom in brief amazement. In a moment Brody was between them, breaking their arms apart and taking one on each arm with the old brotherly camaraderie he'd always had.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Isn't it lovely?" he asked. "Guess what I patterned it after. Just guess." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "A magical wonderland?" Emelia asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "A Midsummer Night's Dream," Hannah breathed softly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, actually," Brody said with some surprise, casting a quick look in Hannah's direction. "How did you guess? I would have imagined something more like Emmy's answer, but yours is on the nose, Hannah." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She shrugged. "I was just reading it." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, it's complete, except I've no poor fellow in an donkey's head," he said with a laugh. "I have my Titania and you, dear Hannah, can be Hermia or Helena." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia saw her sister bite her lip. "And that would make you Oberon?" Hannah said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But Brody seemed to have grown tired of the analogy. He shrugged archly and pointed around the room. "The couples are numerous and the punch is sweet," he said with a motion of great gallantry. "You ladies go find for yourselves the most handsome man you can and lead him to the dance floor. I will remind you—" and he seemed to Emelia to be painfully obvious in his comment towards Hannah, "—that my brother sits yonder by the windows, and has yet to dance with a single partner." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In another moment he was off again, and the sisters slipped together into the swirling ballroom of magic and silk. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the evening progressed, Emelia found herself swept up in the magic of it all. She split from Hannah partway through the night when her little sister found a group of friends sitting on the fringes of the room to talk quietly with, and Emelia made the rounds herself, eventually finding Brody again socialising with one of the matrons of the county.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Ah, Miss Emelia. I was wondering when I'd be seeing you," the lady said, looking up with a smile. Emelia wasn't fond of the assumptions included in her words and tone, but she returned the smile as politely as possible. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And a pleasure to see you too, Mrs. Smith. How have you been?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, I could tell you," the woman said with a wink, "but I know better than to stand between two people who clearly want privacy." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh no," Emelia protested. "We don't want—" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But the woman had already bustled away across the floor, leaving only a wink in her wake. Emelia turned to Brody with annoyance. "I told you to stop fueling those rumors," she snapped a little too sharply.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm not the one who walked across the ballroom so that we could talk," he said with a laugh. "No, Emelia. You need to stop caring about what people think about you, and start caring about what a disaster this ball has been and how we can change it." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "A disaster? This is one of the loveliest, most elegant events I've been to in a long time." Emelia cocked her head to the side. "If you're fishing for compliments, I'm not going to give you more. It's beautiful, and that's enough for you at present. Your head is already far too big." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, it's not. If the point of the ball were to bring the general populace together in perfection and revelry, then you're right—I'm on the mark. But that wasn't the point." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It wasn't." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "The point was to encourage my dolt of a brother to get out of his comfort zone and socialise with some of the lovely ladies in our county, particularly your sister. Your sister, by the way, is sitting over there with her friends as though she hasn't a care in the world, and my brother is leaning against the wall alone, refusing to socialise." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody and Emelia watched as an older woman and her younger daughter walked up to Montgomery. From the look of it, his answers were curt and his body language discouraging. In a few moments, the two women had walked on.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "See?" Brody sighed. "I can only work with what I'm given." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Then go over there and tell him to dance," Emelia said with a light laugh. "You're his brother, after all. You should just be direct with him and tell him how it’s perceived when the ballroom is full of unasked women and the men are scarce." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I was thinking…" Brody said slowly, adopting the syrupy sweet tone he used with Emelia whenever he wanted something, "…that it might be better received coming from you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I can't imagine why." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "A woman is always a more sympathetic figure. And he never listens to me." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Brody." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Please?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia frowned, but relented. "Alright, but after all this I think you owe me something special. Maybe a prank on my worst enemy, or a trip to the seaside. Hannah was talking about that a few weeks ago." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Salt in Michelle's tea, then," Brody said with a twinkle in his eye.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia took a deep breath and made her way across the dance floor to Montgomery's side. He looked up when she approached and stood up away from the wall where he'd been leaning. She saw, now that she was closer, that he'd actually dressed nicely for this event in a fine tailored coat and trousers, with a watch hanging from the fob in his coat pocket.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Emelia," he said simply, giving a little bow as she drew near. "Are you enjoying your evening?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I am," she answered with a slight smile, "but I'm more interested in whether or not you are enjoying your evening." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, you know," he said drily. "Sparkling conversation; inspiring dance partners." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She came and stood beside him. "Both of those things would be more believable, Dr. Shaw, if you had either talked to someone or danced with even a single young woman." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A smile played at the corner of his lips. "Miss Emelia, have you been watching me closely all evening?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I only came over to tell you that there is a bevy of young ladies who would be happy to have a chance at a dance with a handsome doctor such as yourself, and instead you are holding yourself aloof." Emelia turned and waved at a group of girls, specifically her sister. Hannah was alone, now, the other ladies in her company having all been called away to the dance floor, and she looked a pretty picture in her white gown and dark curls. "Perhaps you could go across the floor and ask one of those ladies to dance," she said. He would have to be blind to not notice Hannah.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why would I ask one of them to dance?" Montgomery asked coyly, in a tone that made Emelia turn and look up at him. "I have one right here who has acknowledged I am both handsome and eligible. I think you, Miss Emelia, would be the safer bet." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia blinked. Was he flirting with her? It was impossible to tell with Montgomery. She thought what Brody would think and shook her head dismissively. "Ah, but I didn't come over here to solicit a partner for myself, Dr. Shaw. I am not so transparent." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Perhaps that was not your intention," he said, turning and bending into a low bow and extending a hand to her, "but I fear that I must tell you that against your better judgment you have managed to snag my interest for this dance. Please, Miss Emelia, would you lay aside your attempts at making everyone else happy for a moment and join me on the floor for the next dance? I do believe it is a waltz." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia couldn't help letting a smile slip to her lips. She'd only ever known Montgomery to be serious and careful about his decisions, but here he was with a teasing light in his eyes and a gentility in his manner that was strangely charming.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took his hand, enjoying the way he held it like it was something to be treasured.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I accept, good sir," she said. "But I insist upon invigorating conversation." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "All I have is endless dialogues on science, my lady." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She grinned. "Are they not one and the same?" 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody watched Montgomery lead Emelia to the floor with confusion.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You'll never break into the world of political intrigue with blunders like that," he mumbled to himself. Somehow Emelia had gone over with the intention of directing Montgomery's attention to Hannah, and had ended up dancing with him instead. He could only imagine how Montgomery had done it—perhaps seeing through the entire façade from the start and conniving to trap Emelia where she could no longer foist him on her sister. But no, that would require a level of societal understanding that Body was unwilling to grant his brother.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman he'd been talking to when Emelia first walked up, Mrs. Smith, wandered back over again to stand beside him. She'd been monopolising much of his evening, but Brody didn't mind. Unlike other young men his age, he was not afraid that a few moments with a matron would ruin his chances with another lady on the floor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He knew that the moment he detached himself from Mrs. Smith there would be a pretty face eager enough for a dance. His eyes found those of Lady Michelle Parker and her bevy of friends in the corner. She flashed her eyelashes at him from behind her fan.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Who is your brother dancing with?" Mrs. Smith asked. "Is that Miss Emelia? A moment ago she was talking with you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, our families have been friends for many years," Brody said patiently. "Emelia's known Montgomery since they were children." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "They dance beautifully," the older woman said, pressing a hand to her chest. "They move so well together. I wouldn't have thought a man who sat by himself all evening could have such a way about him." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She moved away again, but her words lingered with Brody. He studied his brother and dearest friend in wonderment. There was something beautiful about the way they danced. Emelia had always been gifted in dancing—Brody had often danced with her before—but she seemed strangely at ease with Montgomery, though in truth the two hadn't seen each other in years. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They wove in and out of the rest of the group as though they were the only two dancers in the room, and for the slightest moment Brody wondered if he'd chosen the wrong sister to woo his brother out of grief. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Then, in the next moment, Montgomery said something and Emelia laughed—really laughed—the kind where she threw her head back and her eyes sparkled. Montgomery looked suddenly on guard; veiled, somehow, and when Emelia saw that she tempered her own response accordingly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No, Brody concluded, they would never do as a match. They might look well together, and perhaps even at ease, but Emelia was far too lively for the dour Montgomery. Emelia belonged with someone like…like…well, like himself. It would be perfect, Brody knew it would, and yet he had never felt that much spoken of spark of love. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps that was why he didn't believe in love after all—Emelia was the most logical person in the world to love, and yet here he was watching her dance with another without a shred of regret or jealousy. If love existed, he should feel irate.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His eyes drifted away from her again towards the line of girls waiting against the wall. The waltz was drawing to a close, and the free gentlemen were walking amongst the ladies asking for a hand here and a dance there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody scanned the people. He saw Michelle wait for him to ask after her, and when he didn't, she hooked her arm into the elbow of a handsome young man in an officer’s uniform and walked, head held high, to the promenade line.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That's when he saw Hannah, sitting in the corner with a cup of tea in her hands. She was partially shaded by a fern, thoroughly ignored by the gentlemen around her, and even in the half-light Brody could see that she was looking at him. It really wasn't fair, he thought, that a girl as remarkable and well-bred as Hannah should have to sit by herself at an event like this. He walked over to her, and as he approached she stood nervously, setting aside the teacup with shaking fingers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Hannah," he said gaily. "It seems I am lucky in finding you for a brief moment unoccupied by a partner." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "If that is luck for you," she said quietly, "then you have been lucky all evening, for it seems that every woman you've approached has been quite suddenly without a partner and willing to dance." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I have a way about me," he said, tossing his head. There was something in her quiet, dark eyes that bid him stay his teasing. He sobered a bit. "I will not rely on my charm alone, but on my courage as well, for I would like to ask you if you will dance this next quadrille with me, my lady." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Was it his imagination, or was there a tinge of pink in those fair cheeks? She smiled a bit.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You ought to put out your hand," she said with a hint of teasing in her voice. "'Tis more gallant." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "'Tis indeed." He obliged her, holding out his hand with a little twirl of the lace at the wrist. She took it in her own, and Brody noticed at once how soft and cool her hands were. It was soothing; comforting. "I can't remember the last time we danced," he said as he led her to the promenade line. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It was at the Christmas Eve ball last year," she said at once, taking his hands properly as they formed a line across from their partners for the beginning of the dance. "You were quite taken with the girl beside us at the time, and you insisted that Emelia and I partner with you on all the dances where the lass was elsewhere so you could be in her sphere as much as possible." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What a foolish lad I was." He laughed at the memory. Sometimes he felt uncomfortable with his wild and winsome ways, but on a night like tonight, with a pretty girl across from him and A Midsummer Night's Dream twinkling all around him, he couldn't feel even a touch of regret. "You and Emelia have always forgiven me my ways." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I and Emelia are your friends," Hannah answered kindly. "And we always will be." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The music began and the two went into the steps of the dance at once, with lightness and vigor. Hannah was every bit of the dancer that Emelia was, spinning around and through the moves as though her feet were made of air. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody noticed that her dancing and winsome ways were catching the eyes of the other gentlemen in the room and knew—in the way men are always aware of their rivals—that Hannah would not want for partners when she came away from this dance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How sad it was that a girl with Hannah's beauty and poise could remain hidden until someone showed them off in a dance! Many other ladies had been forever forgotten in the corners of ballrooms for just such an oversight. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Have you finished the copy of Blake yet?" he asked, by way of conversation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She spun under the arm of a nearby partner and back to him again, her eyes bright. "Of course I have, in a sense. I read the entire thing that very night, reading until the candle burned down to a nub. But in another sense, I haven't read it at all. I think one ought to savour poetry—" she paused while they were momentarily separated by the steps, and then began speaking again when they were thrown back together anew, "—so I won't consider myself having truly read it until I've had a chance to ponder each jewel." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "When do you find time for all this pondering?" Brody asked.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Stop it," she said, laughter in her eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Stop what?" he protested. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You always do that, and have ever since we were children. You make the things that I love seem silly and childish. I'm not sitting out in trees thinking about poetry or running through fields wild with clover." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Spoken like someone who knows a thing or two about clover," he teased, loving the spark of annoyance and pleasure that came into her eyes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm not!" she protested again. "I just read a poem and then I let it filter in and out of my mind through the day." She leaned close during a particularly complicated dance move and said with a note of laughter in her voice, "Brody, you really ought to try it someday—letting something come into that head of yours." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Insolent girl!" He pretended offense and whirled her away from him, catching her at the end of the turn and bringing her back for a decorous promenade. He realised that he was enjoying himself, and not the way he usually enjoyed himself with the Wells sisters: this was something special and new.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He felt like he was looking at Hannah for the first time. Until tonight, there had always been something of the little girl about her, the vestiges of Brody's memory that weren't yet dispelled, but now she seemed entirely woman. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He couldn't help noticing her elegance and beauty; the way the slope of her creamy neck cradled the tendrils of loose brown curl, the way her eyes caught the light and tossed it back to him like an invitation, the blush on her cheek, the looks that they exchanged—it was all the sort of thing he would have expected from a romantic entanglement with a girl in the village, and yet so different. Because, after all, this wasn't a girl in the village. This was Hannah.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She went on talking about Blake, and he tried to focus, but his mind was in a state of confusion. It was not love, he knew as much from his own philosophies and reticence, but it was definite interest. He shrunk to think what Emelia would think of it all. She would scold him; probably tell him to stay away from her sister so that Hannah didn't join a long line of women wounded by Brody's debonair ways. And, for once, Brody would agree with her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why so serious?" she asked as the dance drew to a close. "It's always you making the jokes, but these last few steps you've been so preoccupied. Have you found something to occupy that mind after all?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "'In every voice: in every ban, The mind-forg'd manacles I hear,'" he quoted in response. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She blinked, clearly surprised. "You've read Blake?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course I have," he said dismissively, trying to recover himself, "and if you've read that particular poem, you know that I've taken it dreadfully out of context." He gave a weak smile, shuffling around in his mind for the attitude of a dandy once again. This was a fun evening with a fun woman, nothing more. "Well, my lady," he said, bowing over her hand and kissing it ever so lightly, "I suppose I ought to release you to your many admirers. Thank you for the dance." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I have no admirers," she answered back quietly. No sooner had the words come out of her mouth, however, than one of the gentlemen Brody had seen eyeing her during the dance came forward and gave a great bow, the kind that Brody and Emelia used to mock when they were children. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "My lady," the man said, edging ever so slightly to the side to put distance between himself and Brody, "you caught my eye a moment ago, and I'm afraid I cannot leave until I have both a dance and your name." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody could just hear Emelia's responses now, pouring into his mind in a stream of sarcasm. Oh really? You absolutely can't leave without those two things? Well, it's a pity for both of us then, for you'll have neither. But Hannah, lovely, soft-hearted Hannah, who'd been sitting neglected for most of the ball, was clearly charmed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm Hannah Wells," she said simply. "And you are?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Fredrick Martin," the man answered, clicking his heels together. "How is your Scottish reel, Hannah?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It's Miss Hannah," Brody said automatically. He hadn't meant to say it aloud, but now the correction hung between them like an insistent whisper: something has changed here. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And you are?" Fredrick Martin, foppish and entitled, looked mildly annoyed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Brody Shaw, the host of this particular soiree." Brody would have stayed to mock this idiot, but something in Hannah's face tempered his usual bent towards the absurd and comical. She wanted this. Clearly, she felt special that this man, and others behind him, were lining up to sweep her out onto the floor. He forced a smile. "And as your host, I bid you enjoy the party to the fullest. Have a wonderful time, Miss Hannah, and you too, sir." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He turned and walked away. As he passed a group of young men awaiting the next dance, he heard one of them say, "Is that little Hannah Wells? My, she's grown up since I last laid eyes on her." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was late when Emelia finally went over to Hannah and tugged on her sleeve, reluctant to disrupt what was clearly a magical night for her little sister. After Emelia had danced with Montgomery he'd gone on to dance with Hannah as well, and then a few other lucky ladies at the party. She credited this change in heart to the passing comment she'd left with him as he escorted him from the floor.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Now, that wasn't so bad, was it?" she'd said with a little laugh. "I had a nice time." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I had a nice time too," he'd answered, "but I credit that to my partner." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She hadn't been able to resist a little eye roll and put her hand on his arm. "Even if I did believe that," she'd said with a smile, "I would have to remind you that dancing isn't all about you and your own enjoyment. There are ladies out there that want to dance with you because they've been alone and uninvited all evening. Have a little heart." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And he'd taken his leave of her with a bow and a smile, drifting away towards the group of girls waiting expectantly on the sidelines.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now, as Emelia and Hannah started home in the dark across the thin path worth between the Shaw's estate and their own, Emelia couldn't help thinking about all that had passed between her and her unexpected partner on the floor. She decided that she thought more highly of him than she previously had. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She'd thought that Brody's far flung idea of Hannah falling in love with a morose student and scientist like Montgomery would be bad for her sister, but now she could see that Montgomery would be a good man and a good match. She wasn't completely sure Hannah would go along with the idea, but she had a lightness of heart after seeing a different side of the man.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looped her arm through her sister's. Hannah looked luminescent in the light of the moon and the last shreds of lantern light fading behind them. "I'm surprised your bevy of admirers let me take you away," Emelia said with a teasing note in her voice. "It seems you could barely get away." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was too dark to see Hannah's complexion, but Emelia would have put money down that she was blushing.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I did dance more than expected," she said quietly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "A girl like you?" Emelia tugged on her sister's arm. "You ought to always expect a full dance card." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "But I don't." Hannah's voice was open, interested. "Really, I think people saw me as a child before tonight; before Brody danced with me, at least. He did me a good turn." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, I saw you dance with both the Shaw brothers." The girls walked on in silence for a few more moments, and then Emelia prodded a bit more. "Did you find Dr. Shaw more engaging than you did the day of my disastrous tea party?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "We talked, yes," Hannah said simply.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "About what?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "This and that." Hannah's voice smiled in the dark. "Actually, we did talk about the tea party. He said that you are too hard on yourself about things like that, and I agree. He also mentioned a new medical procedure that's being developed right now across the pond." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Really?" Emelia was interested. "What procedure?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, I don't know," Hannah said dreamily. "I am afraid I tune out when people start talking about their work. It holds little real interest for me. But he didn't seem to mind. He kept speaking about it, and he's a good enough dancer to mask a bit of dull conversation." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The girls topped the hill and started down into the moonlit valley. The creek sparkled silver below them.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, at least I went to a party where nothing terrible happened," Emelia commented with a little laugh. "No dogs eating the food, no faux pas. I'm pleased that there was a major social event where I was in attendance that didn't end in a major blunder—" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "See?" Hannah stopped in the road and put both her hands on Emelia's arms. "That's exactly the sort of thing Montgomery was talking about. You mustn't speak so harshly about yourself, Emelia. You've got to speak about yourself the way you speak about other people—kindly, with grace. The blunders are amusing on occasion, nothing more. And you don't have to hold them over your own head. No one else does." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I think Lady Michelle might be doing," Emelia said wryly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The girls started back down the hill again, crossing the creek at the bottom by way of a small bridge. "Well, when have you ever cared what Lady Michelle thought?" Hannah said.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They started up through the willowy orchard trees. It seemed somewhat eerie, even under the full moon, and the sisters linked arms again. Emelia was not ready to let the subject of Montgomery and the matchmaking go. She could hear the sparkle and light in Hannah's eyes, and she wanted to capitalise on the momentum that the good doctor had already begun in her little sister's heart. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I can hear it in your voice," she teased. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "The magic. Hannah, I'll warrant someone caught your eye tonight; someone special." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah's silence spoke volumes. If it had been a normal night, she would have protested at once that no such special person had been found, but as it was she only kept walking, her eyes on the path, her lips pressed together. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "There is someone!" Emelia cried in delight, just imagining how proud Brody would be of her. "I noticed it when you danced with him, Hannah. There was something special about the way you moved around the dance floor, and he seemed so taken with you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You noticed?" Hannah's voice betrayed her surprise. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This was her moment, Emelia knew, to put in a good word for Montgomery. "I did. I don't think I've ever seen him that way with you before, and I know that you wouldn't have presumed his affection even though we've known him so very long…" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Exactly," Hannah breathed. She looked down at her feet. "I had no idea that you knew. I didn't think you'd be alright with it all." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Alright with it? I'm thrilled for you. He's a good man. I may tease him at great length, but the truth is that he's honest and true and very kind. I think that if you were to be with him, you would find yourself happy for the rest of your life." She pulled up a bit, wanting to be wise about proceeding. "I want to make sure your heart is safe. From a distance it looked like affection, but do you feel that your conversation reflected any flirtation or attraction?" She thought about what Hannah had said about the scientific procedure that had bored her listless. "Do you have any reason to hope?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I think I do. More than reason." Hannah bit her lip. "Or maybe not. He was flirtatious, surely, but then he always is." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This was unexpected. Emelia paused stopped on the flagstone patio behind their house. The servants had left on a light in one of the back rooms and it spilled out onto the ground in a golden puddle around her and Hannah.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You think him flirtatious?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah gave a laugh. "I know you think highly of him, Emelia, but you can't deny that he's flirtatious. It's one of his most marked characteristics. I think the man would flirt with a cow if it would give him some attention." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Hannah!" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry." Hannah giggled. "I'm a little caught up in the moment I think. Was there wine in that punch?" She sank down onto the bench and leaned back, her arms thrust out to the side. "No, I don't think it's drunk on spirits. I think I'm drunk on love." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A note of misgiving was growing in Emelia's mind. "How long have you cared for him?" she asked slowly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah blushed and dropped her arms. "Honestly? Since we were children. I was…infatuated with him. I am infatuated with him, actually. I know better, I really do. I know that he would never look at me, and ordinarily that's enough for me, but tonight I was dancing with him and he looked in my eyes and I felt that he saw me for the first time. It was like he was looking straight through me." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia swallowed hard. That made sense, she supposed. She'd felt the same thing when Montgomery had danced with her, as though she was finally safe and at peace; as though he really didn't want to hear the things she had to say. At one point in the evening he'd made a comment about beetles and she'd thrown her head back in laughter, thinking he was mocking her as Brody would have done under the circumstances, only to find that he genuinely wanted to know why she hadn't purchased the book. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Can you imagine me bringing home a book about bugs while Hannah walked in with the latest romantic poet?" she'd said, disguising her discomfort with humor. "Father would have been appalled. He wouldn't understand why I was wasting time on something that could never be of use in society." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I see," he'd answered soberly, and for the first time in this vein of conversation she'd seen that twinkle reemerge in his eyes. "So you don't think beetles are useful conversation starters at your grand social events?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No," she'd laughed, this time genuinely, "No, I don't think so." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Perhaps you're right," he'd said, "although I will admit that if a hostess ever started talking about the life cycles of beetles at the start of a soiree, I personally would feel instantly at ease. Still, even supposing your audience isn't yet ready for your genius, why limit yourself? If you're interested in expanding your mind with such reading, expand it. Put your nose in the air when people mock you for it, and learn what you can while you have a brain to use." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Even thinking back on the conversation, Emelia felt an odd thrill of delight. Montgomery had a way of opening worlds for her, worlds that she'd never imagined could be hers to understand and therefore possess. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "He does have a way of seeing straight through you," Emelia acknowledged, sitting quietly down beside Hannah. "I know it's not the flashiest thing, but it does have a certain worth." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Not the flashiest thing?" Hannah let out another laugh. "I swear, Emelia. Sometimes I think you don't know him at all." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia blinked. "Excuse me?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Brody is as flashy as it gets," Hannah said in a rush. "He's all sparkle and show, and even though sometimes you might think it's all ridiculous, it makes me want to follow him everywhere he goes." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia felt a jolt of sickening understanding. "You're…you're infatuated with Brody." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, that's what I said." Hannah wrinkled her forehead. "Who did you think I was speaking about?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia's mind was whirling out of control. She opened her mouth to confess that she'd heard everything Hannah had said thus far as though she was just speaking about Montgomery, but she knew at once that such a confession would only add another level of confusion to the conversation.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I…I thought it was another man at the party—one of the other fellows you danced with." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thankfully, Hannah seemed to be so swept up enough with her thoughts of Brody that she didn't push further to learn the identity of the other man in question.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I am not just infatuated," she said softly. "I'm in love. Brody is so remarkable, as you well know, Emelia, and so handsome and refined. I've always thought so, but he's never paid me any attention. I've always just been a little sister to him." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia thought about the last conversation she'd had with Brody, when he'd talked so flippantly about setting Hannah up with Montgomery. It was clear to her that he still only thought of Hannah as a little sister, whatever she'd misread from the evening.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't know what to say," she said slowly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah read her sister, as always, like a book. Her face fell. "You're sad, aren't you?" she asked softly. "I knew you would be. Emelia, I know he's always been fonder of you, but I thought that if by now nothing had happened between you, then perhaps the rumors are just rumors after all. You would have told me, of course, if you planned to marry Brody." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Right," Emelia said softly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "So are you upset for a different reason? You're afraid that I'll marry your best friend and take him away from you?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia wanted to throw up her hands and put a stop to this—all of it. She wanted to put a stop to the runaway phaeton of conversation, all the hypothetical plans and mental images of Hannah, heartbroken, when she found out that Brody didn't care for her the same way she cared for him. It would crush her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm only worried that you're getting ahead of yourself," Emelia said at last, biting her lip. "You know how Brody is, Hannah. He's always running after girls without backing his actions up with real heart and words. I don't want you to make more of his perceived affection than is really there." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah's face froze. Emelia expected her to dissolve in emotion as she usually did, but instead Hannah's jaw set in a slant of annoyance. There was something new and bright in her eyes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Maybe you're wrong. Maybe you don't know Brody as well as you think you do. You've always been so close to him as a friend, Emelia, but perhaps I know something more about his heart than you do. Why is it that you think he wouldn't care for me? Because I'm younger than you? More shy?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia couldn't help thinking that Hannah looked anything but shy at this moment, her eyes flashing in the moonlight, her little hands clenched in her lap in anger.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That's not what I meant," she ventured. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, you're wrong," Hannah said hoarsely. "I saw something real in his eyes, and I've waited so long to see something like that, Emelia. If I want happiness for myself, then I'm going to have to speak up and tell Brody how I feel when the time is right."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Hannah—" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And you can't talk me out of it. I've held my tongue long enough." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A slew of warnings tumbled through Emelia's mind, but in the end the open look in her sister's eyes was too much for her. Hannah wouldn't hear the truth right now, and perhaps it would be good for her to indulge her heart for once in her life. Brody would be honest with her when she spoke to him, and he always had a more gracious way with people than she did, anyway.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia swallowed. "I just don't want you to get hurt." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah softened, the sharp edge of her passion wearing away in the face of her sister's kindness. "I know." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They say in silence for a moment, and Emelia noticed how full the night air was of the sound of creatures and animals alike coming alive in the darkness. The sounds of the night always made her think of her childhood; games running about and hiding in the dark after hours, pranks played on Montgomery or their parents, whispered secrets with Hannah after they crept into each other's rooms and shared scary dreams until the fear drained away. Whatever happened with Hannah, she didn't want to stand in the way of her sister's heart any more than she already had. She'd seen the pain in those veiled eyes when Hannah talked about her close friendship with Brody—she was envious, but more than that, she was excluded. Emelia hated that she'd done that.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You will talk to him soon?" she asked at last. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "When I feel the right moment has come," Hannah repeated, "but until then you can't say a word to him, Emelia. I know how you like to gossip and share with each other, but you can't tell him anything about this. You have to leave me my dignity in this matter." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I won't. Your secret is safe with me," Emelia answered honestly. And she knew even as she said it that she would never uncover Hannah to Brody. Blood was thicker than anything else, and she owed her sister that much. Still, as she embraced Hannah and the two made their way up to bed with the magic of the ball dissipating behind them, she couldn't help thinking that Hannah's revelation and request left her between a rock and a hard place: she couldn’t go along with Brody's attempt to match make Hannah and Montgomery now, not that she knew her sister loved Brody himself, but how could she divert Brody from his goal without uncovering her sister's secret? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody had always thought that houses the morning after large parties or soirees were the most depressing of places. Everyone slept in late, even the staff, so when he woke and padded downstairs the rooms felt like a tomb all around. The decorations, once so magical and alive, hung limp and loose from the walls and ceiling. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the great dancing hall there were small slips of linen, discarded cups, and long cloths crumpled in various parts of the room. The dance floor seemed suddenly vast and lonely without the guests milling about inside, and the shades were drawn so only a few dim strands of light crept along the floor.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody walked out to the center of the room, hearing the sound of his boots echoing against the floor, and stood for a moment surrounded by the shabby after-effects of A Midsummer Night's Dream. He raised his arms for a moment and took a step forwards in the traditional waltz step, then to the side, and then back again. Then he lowered his arms as though for a promenade and took a few steps around the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He could almost feel her there again in front of him; Hannah, her light eyes and bright face turned expectantly up towards him. Then, just as suddenly, he stopped and looked at the corner and the column where Montgomery had leaned for much of the evening. He felt a stab of guilt and walked away from the ballroom and down the hall to the breakfasting chamber.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Master Brody," the housekeeper said with surprise when he walked in. She was sweeping away a few cups that had been left there the night before. Brody well understood the allure of sneaking off as a couple to some quiet room away from the merriment to whisper sweet nothings to a lady. He smiled a little weakly at the evidence that such goings on had been present at his own fine affair. The housekeeper put the basket of cups on one hip and smoothed her cap nervously with the other. "Usually you sleep in after a party, sir. I hadn't even begun to serve the breakfast yet." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody waved his hand. He knew that his habit was to sleep in, even on days when he didn't have a ball as a rightful excuse. "No matter," he said. "I don't know what's gotten into me as of late. My mother and brother won't be up for some time. Don't concern yourself with breakfast." He stepped away a little distractedly. "I think I'm going for a morning walk." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The housekeeper smiled at him. She'd relaxed a bit after realising that he didn't think her lax in her duties, and she waved him over with a motherly motion. "I'm sure a walk would be fine for you," she said, clucking her tongue gently, "but not without a touch of something in your stomach. Come downstairs and I'll make you a toasted cheese like I used to make my own Danny when he was a lad." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody followed the woman down the servant's staircase, where he rarely walked, and into the warm kitchen. The cook had already started a fire in the hearth and looked up with surprise when he walked in. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Master Brody?" The cook smoothed her hands on her skirts and curtsied. "Was aught the matter with last night's fare that you should come down here to speak about it so early?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Nothing," he answered quickly, a bit saddened by how quick the staff were to assume that something had gone awry. "You did everything just as I requested, and the party was a major hit." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm just getting him a spot of breakfast," the housekeeper said, putting up her hand when the cook protested. "He hasn't time for any special meal, so don't worry yourselves, and the rest of the family won't be up for hours. I'm just going to toast some cheese." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody noted with amusement that the cook looked doubtful about the housekeeper's efforts to toast cheese, and sat down by the fireside to watch as the two older women produced some thick rye bread and cheddar to melt upon it. In only a few moments he held the warm meal in his hands and ate it with relish. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The whole thing, eating with the staff, waking before his family, thinking over the events of last night; all this was unlike his normal routine. He found himself looking forward to sharing the whole affair with Hannah the next time he saw her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With a start, Brody realised that it was the first time he'd thought about sharing something—anything—with specifically Hannah and not Emelia.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When he finished eating he thanked the ladies profusely for their offering and hurried back upstairs and outside to the grounds, still lost in thought. He was on his way to the stables when he nearly collided with Emelia. She was dressed in the same brown and calico gown that she always wore on days of strenuous activity, and she had a cloak over her shoulders to cut the chill. Her hair was tightly back in a bun, and her eyes looked grave. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Good heavens, lass," Brody said sharply, pulling away from her with a hoarse little laugh. "Last night I thought you looked light-hearted and happy, and yet here you are as morose as I." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why are you morose?" Emelia pulled her cloak around her shoulders. There was something different about her this morning; something that he couldn't name. If he hadn't known better, he would have thought she was hiding something from him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Just the post-party malaise," he said lightly, trying to brush off the realisation that he was lying to her. He couldn't tell her that Hannah was behind his thoughtfulness and introspection. He waved his hand airily towards the livery. "I was thinking about going on a walk or saddling up my mount for a turn around the grounds. Would you like to accompany me?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I came to speak with you, yes." Emelia shifted, not even looking where he pointed. "But I'd rather not be riding on horseback. Could we go back into your garden and sit for a moment?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "So grave," Brody teased.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He led her back around the house and through the delicate beginning of the garden to a stone bench. It was damp with dew and he laid out his own coat so they could sit without being assaulted by the chill.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Did you not enjoy the party last night?" he asked after a moment's quiet passed without interference from her. "You seemed victorious enough in our mutual quest, although I wasn't sure until afterwards how your dancing with Montgomery would help the situation with him and Hannah." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It's just that I mean to speak with you about," Emelia said quickly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Hannah?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No," she said a little too sharply. "I mean, not exactly. Just our mutual quest. I can't go on with it, Brody, and I don't think you ought to either. It won't work out. I went along with you earlier because it seemed to me that Hannah and Montgomery might be happy with each other." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And you don't think so any longer?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't think…" her voice trailed off and she picked at her skirt nervously, "I don't think they have anything in common." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody thought about how happy his brother had looked dancing with Hannah the night before. He had wondered the same thing, and perhaps on paper they didn't have much in common, but in reality he wanted to put his brother's happiness above all else.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Montgomery and Hannah are both just quiet," he said slowly. "You think they have nothing in common because they are not so open about their likes and dislikes as you are." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It is not that simple, and you know it," Emelia retorted. "Think about last night. Both you and I had to dance with each of them before they danced with each other; they had to be pushed to even socialise, and when it was done Hannah said nothing to me about Montgomery. I'm her sister. She would have shared with me if she cared for somebody." There was that edge again in her voice. Brody peered at her closely.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What do you mean? Has she told you she cares for someone else?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia opened her mouth and then shut it again quickly. "Hannah's too shy to expose her true emotions." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Exactly. So I don't believe you can make any assumptions about her and Montgomery." Brody checked himself, wondering why he was suddenly so desperate to force Hannah and Montgomery into each other's arms, even when the thought of it rankled him after the moment he'd shared with Hannah the night before.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You should just trust me," Emelia pressed on. "I came here today to tell you that there are no further steps we should take towards this particular match. I can't, in good conscience, and I implore you as my longtime friend to step away from this foolishness as well." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In a flash, Brody remembered another girl he'd been interested in once, years ago. It was when he was a young boy at the seaside with the Shaw sisters. Montgomery had returned from his first year of study for holiday, and he'd teased Brody endlessly about a blond-haired lass who lived by the sea with her father.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The girl's name had been Alice, or Eloise—it was difficult for Brody to remember now. He'd brought her along to every event, and she'd joined every one of the walks they'd taken with the Shaw sisters down the beach. He'd been smitten at the time, as he always was in the first few moments of love, and even Emelia's mockery and Hannah's silence hadn't driven him from Alice or Eleanor or whatever her name was.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was Montgomery who'd finally hit upon the truth in one of his moments of insight. He'd pulled Brody aside and put a brotherly arm around his shoulder.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You like this lass," he'd said, "because she's safe. You know that you're more wealthy and dashing than she, and you know that she won't challenge you. If you keep pursuing this now, you'll always chase girls like this and you'll never find the kind of woman that could share your life with any real strength and stability." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't want to take romantic advice from a man who characterises love with the same adjectives one might use for a well-built bridge," Brody had retorted with a laugh. "Besides, what do you know of the whole matter? You hardly look at ladies, though they'd throw themselves if you if you'd let them. Until you capitalise on your training and wealth, I won't take suggestions from you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm only saying you ought to consider going after a girl who could match your wit." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You overestimate my wit. Besides, if a girl came along who was my match in every way, as you claim, then I know I would not be afraid. I would welcome her with open arms." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody blinked, coming back to himself as the memory faded. Emelia was looking at him with a strange expression.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Are you alright?" she asked, cocking her head to the side.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I am," he answered slowly, but his head was spinning. He knew, with a cold certainty, why it was that he was continuing to push the match between Montgomery and Hannah—if he didn't push them together, than he would have to face his own feelings for the girl he'd known all his life and only now felt a stirring towards. That scared him. He was doing what Montgomery had predicted he would do all those years ago; he was running because something that he was facing was a good something—a something with real potential. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm just saying that you should look elsewhere for Montgomery's match," Emelia said, looking at him as though she was still not convinced he was alright.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But that was just it, wasn't it? If he really cared about Montgomery, than the realisation that Hannah was a worthy woman should encourage him to bring the two together, not push them apart. Biting back the ache growing in his chest, Brody shook his head.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I can't agree with you on this, Emelia," he said, trying to keep his tone lightly. "I want my brother to find happiness, and Hannah is the perfect woman to bring that about." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia felt something unwinding as she watched Brody talk. He was so set on Montgomery and Hannah being together; he listed all the positive qualities that each held, he clung to the things that they both brought to the circles in which they ran, painting a picture of bliss and happiness that she couldn't see. He seemed preoccupied, yes, but set in his ways nonetheless.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She thought back to the conversation she'd had with him only a few weeks ago after the garden party, when he'd teased her about the local expectation that they should surely end up together one day, and if neither of them were married in ten years they should settle down as friends. She cared for him, certainly, as much now as ever, but the older they grew she felt the less they had in common.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I have a question," she said abruptly, putting a hand on his arm. "For you. Not about Montgomery." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stopped talking and raised one of his fine, flirtatious eyebrows. "Go on, lassie." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "If you could go anywhere in the world," she said, musing, "where would you go?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He wrinkled his brow for a moment, with that preoccupied look again flitting over his face. "You're an odd one, Emmy. One moment we're talking about Montgomery and Hannah's impending happiness, and the next you're trying to get me off topic with a discussion of 'where would you rather.' We aren't children any longer." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, we aren't," she said quietly, thinking that was just the issue at hand, "but indulge me nonetheless. I feel we've talked about nothing but Montgomery and Hannah for weeks, and I would like to hear a little of your own thoughts on things other than matches and romance." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody gave a confused smile, but shrugged anyway. "Fine. I will indulge you as I always do, Emmy. Your wish is my command. If I could go anywhere in the world it would probably be the Great Bazaar in London during the height of fashion week, or France when they finally get their business together and stop charging against us in open war." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia remembered the same conversation she'd had with Montgomery the night before, when he'd told her about a village he'd read about in Africa; a village where the children had been suffering from a wasting disease that he'd studied during his residency. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery was convinced that some proper nutrition and a poultice he'd stumbled upon in a sixteenth-century medical textbook could bring a solution to the problem. He'd talked about it for a generous portion of their dance, and she'd listened with interest. It was adventures like this, rooted in meaning, that didn't come naturally to her but answered a call of her heart nonetheless. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had thought often over the last few weeks what it would look like to be married to someone like Brody—she could never bring herself to imagine marrying Brody, exactly—and the more she thought about it the more she knew that she would grow bored and weary of all the lace and frills and social engagements. She wanted to learn things; to grow, to expand her mind without fear of reproof from her significant other.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What about you?" Brody asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I think I'd like to see the Indies," Emelia said slowly, "or some such place with jungle." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody shivered. "Haven't you read about the creatures there?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She couldn’t hold back a smile, thinking about the moment in the bookstore with Montgomery. "Yes, I've read a bit. But I'd like to know more." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "If I had to die," Brody said with an arch of his playful gaze, "I don't want it to be by poisonous snake or cruel insect, far from those that I love." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What if those that you loved agreed to journey with you?" she answered back, feeling as though she were watching herself from a distance. She didn't fully understand why she was asking these questions, pursuing this line of inquiry and speaking like one of those dull missionary women she'd read about in the books Hannah liked to read.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I can't imagine a single person I love who would go over there," Brody said wryly, "unless of course it was Montgomery, and as much as I love the lad I don't think I'm willing to die in his arms at the behest of a cruel jungle creature." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia smiled and held her tongue. Brody nudged her shoulder. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why are you asking all these questions? Why the sudden interest in the Indies?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I just think that if there was a way to go, that would be it," she said suddenly, surprising herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I thought you loved this part of the county. I didn't know you had any interest in moving." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't," she said, feeling a press of unexplainable annoyance. "I want to live here all my life and grow old in these undulating hills and mountains, but I wouldn't mind travelling; seeing something of the world outside, learning things that are beyond me." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You were never the one to press studies any longer than the governess enjoined," Brody frowned. "Suddenly you want to travel to the Indies and…what…study plants and animals? What has gotten into you, Em?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia shook her head. No, that's not exactly what she'd meant, although she wouldn't have minded any of those things. What she really meant, at the heart of it, was that she'd grown since she and Brody were children; she cared about things she hadn't cared about before, she was interested in things she'd never before wanted to know more about, and she no longer wanted to be indulged always as her family and Brody indulged her. She'd enjoyed Montgomery's questions and the things he'd taught her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Why are you thinking so much about Montgomery? Her thoughts were tumbling around. She was trying to sort through what she personally wanted out of marriage and life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery should have no place in those thoughts. He had not shown her any interest, and she knew enough of her own romantic imaginings to understand that a sober doctor was not the sort of man that she ever intended to fall in love with.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Can we stop this line of questioning?" Brody said after waiting a moment to hear her response. "I don't mean to criticise you, but it seems that you know even less about what you want than I do." He gave a light laugh. "Let's get back to a plan for getting Montgomery and Hannah together." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That's when it hit Emelia. The way to fight Brody's ridiculous schemes was to match his far-fetched ideas with a far-fetched idea of her own. Brody was bending over backwards to manipulate his brother into a relationship with her sister, and he would be completely consumed with that thought. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew enough of his persistence to know it would take something very strong to break off his plan once it had begun—something like love, perhaps? That was the answer: Emelia decided to stop fighting Brody's machinations and to instead put into play a machination of her own.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Alright," she said, pretending to relent. Best not to seem to eager, lest he should suspect something was underfoot due to her almost immediate change of heart. "Perhaps we can work something out. I am still unconvinced they are right together—Brody, I'll say again that my sister has never said anything romantic at all about Montgomery—but since you insist, I will give you one more opportunity to get them together." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Really?" Brody was off today, certainly, because he seemed to accept this without question. The look of confusion on his face wasn't directed at her at all, but seemed turned inwards at his own thoughts. "You think it might work after all?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I think that you won't give up until we've thrust them irrevocably into each other's arms. Maybe then you'll see that there is nothing but your imagination there. Either way, I'm willing to try." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia hid a smile. She'd been so heartbroken watching Hannah bear her soul the night before, realising that Brody had never shared a similar affection for Hannah, but perhaps the solution to that problem was the same as Brody's solution to his brother's sadness—a set-up without Hannah or Brody's knowledge. Emelia could arrange opportunities for them to spend time together; for Hannah to finally speak her true heart, all under the guise of arranging an engagement for Montgomery.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was convoluted, surely, but what other choice did she have? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm glad to hear it," Brody was saying, reaching up a hand to stroke his chin as he had when he was a little boy. It had always been one of his more endearing movements, Emelia had thought, and after the revelations of the last few minutes she found herself able to enjoy it without the slightest confusion about her own heart. She loved this young man as a brother; nothing more.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You know what I'm going to say," she said. "The surest way to make sure they're in each other's spheres again." The best way to get Brody and Hannah together, she thought to herself, was to arrange something where they were thrown together as they'd been the night of the ball; a chance for Hannah to recreate the magic she'd felt last night. Emelia was ready. She would think of a way to bring these two together without revealing her sister's secret. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody gave an indulgent smile. "Are you going to ask me to host another ball? Because, although I would be happy to comply, I don't think my mother or the household staff could stand it quite so soon after the last one." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course not," Emelia said with a smile. "No, I will be hosting the party, and I'll hear no complaint from you, dear sir." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody didn't complain, exactly, but Emelia didn't miss the grimace of concern on his face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Emelia walked away from the Shaws home that day her mind was still caught up in her plans. She didn't know precisely what the future held, but she knew that her sister's happiness was paramount. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was in this state of confusion that she stumbled upon Montgomery at the creek between their two estates. She didn't recognise him at first, thinking that he was the groundskeeper from the subdued tone of his clothes and the long brown oilskin he wore beneath a wide-brimmed hat.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had opened her mouth, in fact, to call out a greeting when he heard her step and turned around. She saw that it was Montgomery at once and faltered for a moment, unsure although she didn't know why exactly. He had a jar in his hand and a net in the other, but when he saw her he set both aside and stood to his feet with a wide smile on his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Miss Emelia. A pleasure, I'm sure." He looked behind her towards the house and something unreadable crossed his face. "Were you visiting my brother?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes," she said simply, not wanting or needing to explain further. She took a step forward and looked at the scientific paraphernalia he had spread out on the ground with unconcealed interest. "I'm surprised to find you here after the late night we shared." She paused, stumbling over how intimate the words sounded. "I mean, that we all shared. Everyone in the county." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He didn't appear to have noticed the slip up, already turning to examine his tools. "I was awake with the dawn," he said. "I think it's a symptom of studying long hours and working nights. Even when your body has the leeway to rest it chooses still to function on as though it was a prisoner to a schedule." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He ran a hair through his loose, wild hair, and shrugged like a boy. "But I'm glad of the morning. I've been trying to take some samples from the area, insects and moss and the like, to do studies on while I'm here. I grow weary of fireside conversations and social engagements, I fear, and the flora and fauna offers much more diverting occasion for learning." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia felt that the proper thing to do now would be to curtsy gracefully and bow out of the entire conversation, turning towards home and leaving the gentleman with his odd pastime, but she couldn't quite bring herself to do it. There was something about the way Montgomery was standing there, ruffled and eager, that made her eager to learn as well.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took another step forward and fell to her knees on the blanket he'd spread out in the soft, dew-covered grass. In a few moments she felt the damp seeping through her skirts, but she didn't mind. She picked up the net and turned it twice over in her hand. "Will you show me what you're doing?" she asked at length, looking up at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery was looking at her with a look of undisguised surprise and what seemed to be almost a sort of respect. He knelt down beside her, staying back on his haunches as trousers permitted and a dress did not, and picked out of the lineup a thin jar with a lid screwed down atop it. Inside the jar there was a bit of muddy liquid and something small, miniscule almost, struggling around in it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "This was from the pond," he said. "I don't think you'd find a creature like this in running water like a stream, but it's worth examining, isn't it? I also took some cultures from our pond earlier that I intend to set out in a variety of temperatures and light exposure to see what cultures I can bring about. It's an experiment, like with yeast." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yeast?" Emelia looked up in surprise, pushing a strand of hair back out of her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, do you know how yeast works?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Intellectually, yes, but we've had a cook ever since I was a child and I wasn't exactly throwing the dough around myself." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery laughed. "I wasn’t a baker either, but father took me down once and showed me an experiment with the starter and a variety of temperatures and climes. It's interesting. Set out a few dishes and watch how the yeast behaves. You can kill it if your mixture is too hot or too cold, and you can ruin the bread if you let it rise too long or cut it off and put it into the heat before it's finished. Ask your cook to show you sometime." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia could just imagine the shocked look on her cook's face if she put the question to her asking for education in the basics of bread-making, but it made her smile nonetheless. "I like that approach to things," she said musingly, looking back at the small jar of pond liquid in her hand. "I like that you are willing to let things live and fail and grow to learn more about them." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course you like that," Montgomery said matter-of-factly, not making eye contact. "You're a bright young woman." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia looked up in surprise, but Montgomery wasn't meeting her eyes. He busied himself with the net, pushing and pulling it into place and then twirling it with a practiced wrist. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Did you come down here today to gather water from the fresh stream?" Emelia asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, I actually came to seek out a dragonfly." He reached over and pushed a small wooden box towards Emelia. She opened the lid carefully, shocked to find herself looking at an assortment of preserved insects, some in varying levels of stone, one that was in an amber rock, and a few that seemed to have been captured within the last year. These were pinned neatly onto felt with their wings spread for examination. After a moment's examination, she looked up to find Montgomery's eyes were finally fixed on hers. He was watching her; testing her somehow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What?" she asked without her usual preamble. There was something about Montgomery that made one want to be blunt. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I thought you might cry out," he said honestly. "I've shown that box to three other women, and one of them shrieked." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "The other two?" Emelia asked, thinking better of her sex than to assume that three such women would have been astonished. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "My mother, and a fellow colleague. They were both happy enough with the contents, although mother said she thought it ill done to take living things and kill them, even insects, just for the sake of learning more about them." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia wasn't sure how she thought about that, but she felt there was perhaps a difference between the examination of insects and larger animals. Either way, the contents of the box were fascinating to her. She found herself looking at the long, narrow bodies and large eyes with a flurry of questions spinning in her mind. At last, she could keep them in no longer. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She reached into the box and pulled out the amber stone first. "How did the insect come to be trapped in here?" she asked. "And why is the butterfly still so colorful even after death? Did you get all these insects in a European climate? If so, why have I never seen a dragonfly of this teal hue before? I watch for them, I feel I would have seen such a thing if it existed in this county. Do you do any examination before pinning the creatures up? What have you learned? What is inside them—" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Heavens," Montgomery said, laughing and holding up his hands in surrender. "That was hardly the response I was expecting, and you have to give a fellow time to prepare a response when faced with a barrage such as you just bestowed on me. I can answer all your questions, but perhaps not all today. I will say that very few of these insects were gathered by me. I found them in various collections of travelers over the years, and so most of them are from places outside England. The amber creature is from Africa, and the dragonfly of which you speak was found in the Americas." He put a finger into the box, hovering it lovingly over the wings of the butterfly but not quite touching them. "This girl was from England, however. Northern England, almost into Scotland. She's a beauty, isn't she?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia nodded in silence. Then, quite suddenly, Montgomery spotted something behind her and froze.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Look," he breathed, pointing behind her. She turned slowly, half expecting a frightening spider or some other such thing one wanted to stay very still in the presence of, but she was wrong. There was a magnificent dragonfly, still small and delicate, with a long blue-black body and pale, lacy, opalescent wings.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The creature was dancing along atop the skin of the water and from blades of grass with the lightness of the breeze. Emelia watched, entranced. She turned and looked at the net in Montgomery's hand. It hung slack and loose by his side. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Are you going to try to catch it?" she asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Hush, and watch," was his initial answer. Then, after a moment, he added in a soft voice, "I've never been much good at snatching things out of their homes, to be honest. I always bring the net just in case, but I'm more likely to reap from other's hunting grounds than my own. Besides, this moment is more precious than another prize pinned in my box. Look at it—walking around like the water is its ballroom and the reeds its servants. Majestic." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia turned at looked at Montgomery. He didn't feel her gaze, or, if he did, he didn't turn to meet it. She was delighted by this new side of him; not just the scientist, but the hidden romantic as well. He was very different from the cold person he so often showed to people, and she wondered yet again why he chose to hide between that behavior instead of showing people this side of himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She felt a sense of unusual, never before experienced, comfort, as though she could have sat on that one damp blanket in the company of this strange man with the intense eyes and distracted hands until the day had folded in on itself and gone back to bed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "So you're not a scientist after all," she teased. "You're a guest at a theater." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He laughed at that, and she was struck by the way his jocularity lit something special and full in her own heart. "I am not," he protested with mock annoyance. "I am a man of science." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I think," she said with a raised eyebrow, "that it is nearly impossible to be a man of science without indulging in a bit of wonder every now and again. The world is a remarkable place, is it not?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Miss Emelia, I do believe we have found something upon which we can agree," he answered lightly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia felt that there was much they agreed upon, and frowned a little at the implication otherwise, reminded again that there was much she didn't know about Montgomery. She reached over to a particularly wide reed and plucked it, twisting it between her fingers.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, not that one," Montgomery said. He reached past her, brushing her shoulder as he did so, and pulled a flat blade of grass out of the verdure. He handed it to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What am I supposed to do with this?" Emelia asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Young people," Montgomery said with a wry smile. "Always thinking you ought to do something instead of experiencing." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Actually," Emelia retorted. "Romance and experience are rather trademarks of our generation. Besides, I can tell despite your high horse that you intended to teach me some skill or other with this little bit of grass, and you shan't make me feel bad about guessing as much." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery kept his face sober for a moment, and then let a smile creep from his sparkling eyes onto his lips. "I surrender, lass. You've a wit about you, that's for certain. Well, then, let's make music. Lay the grass against your thumb and then press your other thumb against it. Fold your hands around back like this—" he mimed the correct motion, "—and then blow. It will make a definable whistle if you can get the airflow right." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia struggled with the grass, and when it was tightly between her thumbs and her hands were wrapped just right, she let loose a loud flow of air into her hands. The result was not anything even closely resembling a whistle. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Instead, it was something between a howl and a honk, and when the sound came rushing out Montgomery nearly fell over laughing. The sound was deep and safe. Emelia smacked him hard across the arm.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Montgomery!" she cried, momentarily forgetting to call him "Dr. Shaw" as his rank demanded, "You tricked me." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I didn't trick you," he said, recovering himself. "No, you just didn't blow on it correctly. Try blowing a little more gently, and pursing your lips." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She tried again, but this time the result was a bit of faint air and no whistle whatsoever.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No," Montgomery said, suddenly seizing Emelia's already positioned hands and blowing gently but firmly against the grass pinioned there. "Like this." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sound was a firm, sweet whistle that echoed into the little cove of the creek they were sitting like the music to the dragonfly's dance. Emelia was vaguely aware of the impropriety of the motion, but at first it seemed only as it was—innocent, childish almost, a little game to sing along with nature as it spun an entrancing melody. Then all the training she'd been taught since she was a girl sank in and she stood suddenly, pulling her hands back to herself and letting the blade of grass float unhindered to the ground.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes," she mumbled, brushing the grass from her skirts and noting the bright spots of dew left there where her knees had knelt. "Yes, I can see how you're supposed to do it. Practice, I suppose, makes perfect." She couldn't bring herself to look at Montgomery's face, and he said nothing. "Well, I must be off then," she said, stepping away. Her voice sounded loud and garish in the little hollow, like she'd broken the spell he and the dragonfly had so carefully woven. "I have much to do today, a party to plan, my sister to see to…" she stumbled into a curtsy. "It was good seeing you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She turned and fled to the little bridge that crossed the river, but hardly had her foot hit the wooden planks heading towards home when she suddenly heard him call out her name.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Emelia." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She turned and he was striding towards her from behind, his face unreadable, his step unhurried. She wondered why her face insisted on blushing; turning her into some silly schoolgirl when she needed to be clearheaded and desperately wanted him to see her as such.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes?" she tried to force calm into her voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I found this for you," he said, holding out a package wrapped in brown paper. "I was going to take it over to you after my little experiments, but then I caught you coming back from my brother's house and I assume this is the best place to hand it over." Something about the way he said "my brother's house" put a chasm between them. "It's nothing really. Just a little something I thought you would put to good use." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All at once the package was in her hands and he was walking away before she could thank him. She tucked the brown parcel under one arm and hurried up the hill towards her own house, passing through the apple trees and up the trail towards the gardens. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At the last grove of Macintosh she looked back and, determining that she was obscured by the branches, she tore the paper off the gift. Inside was A Complete Guide to Coleoptera. She could see, without even opening it, that it was the very same copy she'd examined at the bookkeepers. She slid her hand along the cover and felt the warmth of being known, truly known by somebody.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly, she remembered that even with her plot to bring Hannah and Brody together she still owed Montgomery a happy wife and life. She took the bit of warmth and tucked it away somewhere far down in her heart, where it couldn't interfere with her duty. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    "What baffles me," Hannah said with a light laugh, "is that you keep inviting her." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They stood together and watched as Montgomery handed Lady Michelle Parker and her visiting friend from France, Annelise, into the open air wagon they were taking up to the lookout for a picnic.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I didn't invite her," Emelia laughed, her words lighter than she felt. She couldn't pull her eyes away from the way Montgomery's hand lingered on Lady Michelle's; the banter exchanged between them. "Brody did. He wanted to have more diversity in attendance." In reality, he'd told Emelia that he wanted to meet this lovely Annelise, who was a dark-haired little beauty with mousy features that somehow managed to come across as both imposing and delicate. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia didn't believe Brody held any real interest in the girl, but sometimes he got this way, setting his sights on useless little romances that would lead nowhere. Emelia had often thought such things were a distraction for Brody, but she couldn't imagine what he was now trying to distract himself from.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah was smart, though, and she seemed to see through Emelia's lie. "Annelise is very pretty, isn't she?" she said wistfully.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia turned a warm smile on her sister. "It takes a beautiful woman to know a beautiful woman," she said kindly. It wasn't all kindness, either. Hannah looked light and inviting in a pretty blue gown with pale lace around the neck and sleeves. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her hair was well coiffed as always, and her dark eyes peered up from under the curls with an air of mystery. Brody, however, had ridden up on his horse and dismounted at once, throwing only a light glance towards the sisters and then making for his brother and the two ladies already in the wagon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Perhaps I was wrong about him," Hannah said, biting her lip. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps, Emelia thought. But let us see what I can do about that. She'd dressed in a dark navy gown, something sensible for picnics, and she oversaw the loading of the wagon to make certain that every bit of fine food the cook prepared was in place without any disasters lurking.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When all was as it should be, she climbed up alongside the rest and gave the driver leave to take them off down the road.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It all seems very scandalous," Lady Michelle said with a raised eyebrow, "riding in the back of an open wagon like we're day labourers." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody nudged Emelia when the fine lady's attention was directed elsewhere again and said under his breath, "Didn't she used to say that when we were children?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But not even teasing Lady Michelle could break Emelia's mind away from the subject that most occupied her. She hadn't had a chance to thank Montgomery for the book. She supposed that it would have been easy enough to go back over to his house and speak with him in person, or perhaps to send a missive of some sort, but somehow she hadn't been able to get anything meaningful down on paper. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now she sat only a short distance away from him, but she couldn't think what to say. To thank him for the book would raise questions with Brody, who insisted all her attention be on the situation between Montgomery and Hannah. Yet to say nothing seemed rude. But say nothing she did, pressing into the awkward silence with a few askance glances in Montgomery's direction that were not returned.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Where are we going?" Annelise asked, her accent charming. "I have not seen much of this part of the countryside." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't know that you will be particularly surprised," Hannah said drily. "We have cows and sheep and farmers and estates just like anywhere in a rural English county." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery had a short little laugh, but Emelia, who knew from whence her sister's spite was born, could not join in. She smiled indulgently at the little French girl. "Have you been much around England?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes," the young woman answered. "I'm quite acquainted, although I find each farm is different." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "In their own way," Emelia nodded. "And yet it is the similarities that hold that whimsical charm, don't you think? Do you miss France?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "All that fighting and disruption? No. Although people can be cruel here when they hear my accent." Annelise dropped her head in an affectation of distress. Emelia could see the fine lace at her neck and wrists, the rich gems hanging around her neck, and the cut of her dress. Yes, perhaps people could be cruel—but Annelise was also not living the life of a refugee. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I cannot imagine anyone holding such a sweet way of speaking against you," Brody said gallantly. Emelia wanted to reach over and push him out of the wagon. Now that she knew Hannah's secret, all the things that she'd formerly brushed off as harmless flirtations now cut her as she knew they must be cutting Hannah. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They turned down a lane and the trees overhead cast languid, lacy shadows over them as they rolled along. Annelise began humming a quiet tune, and after a moment Michelle joined in. Emelia bit her lip, listening. It was a fine, pretty little melody, but she wasn't familiar with it and no one else in the party seemed to know it either. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Therefore, it became something of a production, and she was forced to watch Hannah's face as Brody admired the sweet harmonies of the two girls. When it was done at last, Emelia spoke quickly before the girls could steal the conversation once again.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What are your plans, Dr. Shaw, during the rest of your stay here? Are you intending to linger long in the area?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Everyone keeps asking him that," Brody said airily, "yet he never has a straight answer." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I have no leaving date as of yet," Montgomery said, looking to Emelia with a light smile, "and that is as straight of an answer as I can give you at present." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "A man of mystery," Brody said wryly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "If the good doctor desires to keep his movements a secret to build intrigue, who are we to blame him?" Michelle smiled and fluttered her eyelashes. "Above all else, I enjoy a man of mystery." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia resisted the urge to roll her eyes, but before she had a chance to bite back a retort she saw Montgomery hide a smile and speak up for himself. "Above all else, madame? I should hope that oxygen and sustenance would top the list. Perhaps even true love or affection, rather than merely mystery." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It is good that you speak of love," Michelle said, clearly not even realising the note of sarcasm in Montgomery's voice. "For that is precisely why I enjoy a man of mystery. There is no love and passion like that shared with a man who keeps his thoughts and motives to himself. It is far more exciting that way." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "But what if he turns out to be a villain?" Hannah ventured, speaking at last. "Then you attached all your passion to a person who could hurt you. Many a girl has been ensnared in just that way." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Ensared." Michelle scoffed. "Hannah, dear, you must try and live a little." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia's skin prickled in anger, but again Montgomery interjected before she could speak. "Aside from the very worthy fears Hannah has shared, I must also protest that love cannot come at all unless you know somebody to some extent. Attraction, perhaps, but not love. Therefore, my lady, although I hate to argue with one so fair, I would say that loving a man of mystery is nearly impossible, unless you first remove at least some of the mysterious layers and know some part of the man first." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia was amazed. Montgomery had such a quiet and somber way about him that she had often thought him to be dull or at least lacking in eloquence. On the contrary, he had shown himself on multiple occasions to be very interesting indeed, and his rebuttal of Michelle's argument had been both beautiful and to the point.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Michelle cleared her throat and tossed her head, saying only, "Well, I don't think it's a point against me if I share a difference of opinion now, is it?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia smiled to herself, but in the next moment she caught a glimpse of Hannah's face, turned inquisitively towards Brody's, and her heart fell a little again. Brody wasn't exactly interested in Annelise—he seemed distracted—but whenever someone was turned in his direction he reached out towards coy flirtation the way a child would reach out for the safety of a nurse.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Your ball was very nice," Hannah ventured to him now. Emelia could see the way her sister's pale fingers clung to the fabric of her skirt. "I don't know when was the last time that I danced so long and felt so free. I think it was a gift that we were able to stay as long as we did." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It was nice, wasn't it?" Brody cast a look over at Montgomery. "I saw that you and my brother had a long turnabout on the floor. Did you find him to be a better dancer than he is a conversationalist?" He winked at Hannah, and Emelia cringed inwardly. The redirection was painfully obvious, and thankfully Montgomery seemed to be otherwise engaged and unable to pick up on his brother's machinations. Hannah, for her part, was too entangled in her own web of romance and desire to notice Brody's attempts to connect her with his brother.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I was just glad to see your hall alight with laughter again," Hannah said simply.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody looked at her steadily for a moment, and then turned to meet Emelia's gaze across the wagon. There was something new in his eyes; something almost guilty. She wondered at it, but they were to the lookout by now and she wouldn't have asked him in the back of this wagon with listening ears all about anyway.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The whole group piled out of the wagon and the driver turned to Emelia with a tip of his hat.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Are you still alright to walk back, ladies?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, thank you." Emelia pulled the two picnic baskets out of the back of the wagon. "It's downhill, and not a long push at that. The exercise will do us well. You go on back, and thank the cook kindly for all that she's given us to prepare for the day." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The driver nodded and the wagon creaked away down the hill as the assembled picnic goers made their way to the top of the overlook. The ground met at a rocky peak and damp moss covered the stones.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm sure I won't be able to sit there," Michelle said with her nose in the air. "I don't know what kind of picnic doesn't have chairs and a canopy." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "The kind that wants to walk back on their own afterwards," Emelia answered curtly. "And don't worry. I would never dream of making anyone sit directly on the ground. I had cook pack some blankets in the bottom of each basket, so that we can sit with ease." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Then the moss will be added cushion, and not a nuisance at all," Brody said archly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The group opened the baskets and pulled out cold meats, two rounds of fresh, sharp cheese, and a bowl of cut fruit. There were two loaves of bread and a small bottle of sherry with the wax cork still sealed and fresh. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia had been careful not to offer tea of any kind, or food that could in any way be thought to stray from normal fare. She pulled out the food and set each item upon the rocks, but when her fingers brushed the bottom of the first basket she looked up in mild alarm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "She must have packed all the blankets in one basket." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah rifled through the second basket, and then shook her head. "No," she said slowly. "I think she overlooked the packing of the blankets entirely." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia closed her eyes for a moment, frustrated that even in this simplest of events something had gone awry yet again.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "'Tis no matter," Brody said quickly, "we'll just stand." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Stand, while eating?" Michelle exchanged a look with Annelise. "I'm sorry, but we're not hired hands to be consuming food in such a risen estate. It's not good for digestion, and it's certainly not befitting of a lady." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia blinked. "I'm sorry, but unless you're willing to sit on cold stone, it's the only option available to us." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Just then there was a sound on the hill below them, and up the road came a small phaeton with four. In the front was riding a single man with a dapper hat and a brilliant red coat. Brody recognised him first as one of the young men from the city who had come down for his ball a few nights before.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Geoffrey!" He waved a hand and the young man pulled up the wagon close at hand.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Brody, lad!" Geoffrey had the foppish air of a dandy, perfected even more so than Brody's after years of growing up in a metropolis with the world at his fingertips. "Fancy meeting you here. I was just out for a ride, and I hardly expected to stumble upon a group with such lovely people. Ladies—" and he tipped his hat to them all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Geoffrey, you don't happen to have any blankets in that phaeton, do you?" Brody stepped forward, peering into the small vehicle. "We've packed a picnic without any. You're welcome to stay and share our fare." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Alas, I haven't the time and I haven't blankets. I'm headed into town after this—I only wanted to go around by the overlook for a bit of fresh air and a view. We don't have much of that in London, I fear. I wish I could be of more assistance, though—there's nothing I like better than to rescue young ladies in distress." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia gave a little shrug, but Michelle seemed to have her interest piqued by this proposition. "Well," she said with a coy smile. "Perhaps you can rescue us after all. I was already worried about trekking across the country on foot back to the Wells' estate—and now that we've no blankets to sit on, I can't think of a more fortuitous thing than that you should arrive now in a carriage fit for three. Could you take me and my friend, Annelise, back now?" She turned to Emelia, who, as much as she would have liked to lose these ladies' particular brand of company, was shocked nonetheless that the girls would bail on a planned picnic with so little care for their host's feelings. "You understand, don't you Emelia? I just can't suffer another event that didn't go to plan, and this gentleman happened upon us at precisely the right time." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia felt her face burning, and she tried to keep her voice as even as possible, looking neither to Brody nor Montgomery for fear they would see her embarrassment. "Of course, Lady Michelle. I would not want you to have to submit to anything less than perfection on a day such as today. How fortunate we are that Geoffrey happened upon us when he did. Please, take the opportunity presented to you, and when we have another chance we shall do this again." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Marvelous." Michelle gathered her skirts and parasol and, linking arms with Annelise, made for the carriage. Geoffrey seemed delighted enough, and after he reached down to help Annelise up, he did the same for Michelle. She, however, spurned his aid and turned instead to Montgomery. "Dr. Shaw," she said sweetly, "since I will be deprived of your presence later, could you offer me some assistance now?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery walked forward quietly, his face set in a polite, unreadable mask, and easily lifted the lady up. From her new throne, Michelle waved down at the company with an air of grandeur.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry it didn't work out this time, Emelia, but another time, perhaps?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And they were off, rolling along down the road towards the town in a whirl of hooves and lace. Emelia turned to the remaining three with a quick blush, but her discomfort was almost immediately alleviated by the look of relief on Hannah's face. Ah yes, she'd forgotten that with the rather embarrassing departure of Michelle, the lovely and distracting Annelise had been whisked away as well.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, let us plebeians take out the food and set about our repast," Emelia said.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody had watched the girls ride away with a strange look on his face, but now he turned to Emelia with a renewed zeal. "Actually, no." He turned so that the other two couldn't see and winked, quickly. "I'm thinking that you and I ought to scout about for a more dry clime upon which to sit, Em, while Montgomery and Hannah set out the meal." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Then, before she could protest, Emelia felt her arm seized by the over-enthusiastic Brody and he was propelling her off along the ridge and further up the path. "Perhaps this is for the best," he said when they were out of earshot. "Now they'll have ample opportunity to speak in private." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Can you believe Michelle left like that?" Emelia asked a little breathlessly. She needed to distract him until she thought of a way to do to him what he had just done to his brother.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody shrugged. "Lady Michelle, fearful for her skirts? It's a tale as old as time." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "But perhaps you were sad to see her fair companion depart as well?" Emelia risked a look over at Brody, hoping he wouldn't guess her prying motive. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody stopped for a moment in his passage along the trail and looked back at Montgomery and Hannah. They were busying themselves around the picnic basket, but Emelia couldn't see precisely what was going on.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I think it's as good this way as it would have been the other," Brody said at last. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia pushed gently against his arm. "It didn't look like that earlier when you were gushing over Miss Annelise's singular accent." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't know what comes over me sometimes," Brody said, and his voice was oddly quiet. He wasn't usually this way, even with Emelia. There was something on his mind, but she knew him well enough to know that he would only admit to it in his own time; not a moment sooner. "We should keep walking," he said, sounding a little wistful. "We should give them more time together." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't think so," Emelia said quickly. "They may need a bit of prompting. You know how quiet they are. Let's go back and share a meal with them and see what we can do to put a shine on their image of one another." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody agreed and the two set off back down the hill. When they drew closer Montgomery looked up with amusement.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You didn't find anything dryer, I presume?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Don't sound so superior," Brody retorted playfully. "We did not, but such as life, stand we must." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Quite suddenly, and idea came to Emelia. "Actually," she said, "I think it would be best if we moved the picnic a little closer to the house. Two of us should take the baskets back to the creek and set up there, while the other two should cross to the main house and retrieve the blankets. We'll meet together again and resume our party as though nothing was amiss from the start." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It's a pity we didn't think of this plan before losing Lady Michelle and her charming friend," Hannah said softly. Only Emelia knew her well enough to hear the sarcasm in her voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "A wonderful plan!" Brody said, linking arms with Emelia and giving her a look that said he respected her attempts at trickery. "We shall divide and conquer, and since God intended for man and woman to be the most illustrious team of all, we shall go with one man and one woman each." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia hid a smile. "Perfect," she said.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah looked up at her with a wistful expression and then busied herself returning the food to the baskets. Emelia's heart went out to her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Since the pair that will go for the blankets will have to walk twice the distance," she said quickly, "I think it best if I go with that pair." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody grinned. "And I also will—" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "—go with Hannah," Emelia finished quickly. "For you know where the special hollow by the creek is, and you can go by way of the gatehouse to cut off time carrying the baskets." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody looked at her in surprise, but Emelia noted with satisfaction that he was not altogether frustrated with the arrangement. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'll go with Hannah?" he said, more in a question than as a statement. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes." Emelia picked up her skirts and waved to a surprised Montgomery. "Let's set off now, Dr. Shaw, there's not a moment to lose." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She cast one last glance in Hannah's direction before she left, and though her sister's head was lowered, she saw the slightest smile cross Hannah's sweet face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery had the feeling as he followed Emelia away from the two left behind on the overlook that there was more going on than he knew. He had sensed it when he saw Brody exchange a glance with Emelia in the wagon, and then he had sensed it again when they took off in search of a dry place to lay their quilts. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He wondered if Brody was coming to the knowledge of Emelia's feminine charms at last, after all these years, and was making his move. The idea was an obvious one, and yet Montgomery felt a twinge of annoyance at the thought.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia was walking so quickly that he had to keep his strides long to keep up with her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It's alright," he said with a laugh after a moment. "I'm sure the blankets will be in the same place if we arrive there in half an hour or fifteen minutes." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia slowed ever so slightly and gave a weak little laugh. "You're right, of course. I'm just trying to make amends for yet another social disaster." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Would it have been so awful if we'd sat on the stones and had a bit of dew on our clothes?" Montgomery eased up beside her, enjoying the comfort of conversation. "I think the only social disaster occurred when two people abandoned the engagement because they weren’t willing to be slightly inconvenienced." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia turned and looked at him in mute surprise. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why do you look at me like that?" he asked. "You look shocked by my words." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm only surprised," she said softly, "that you would speak so openly against one of the most eligible ladies in the county." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He laughed. "Firstly, what makes her eligible? Secondly, what sets eligible people in such a position that they are free from criticism? It seems to me that is the way we make monsters of people, by indulging those that have already been far too indulged." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia reached down and snagged the head off a passing blade of wheat that waved at her fingertips. She rolled the grains between her fingers and blew the chaff off into the wind.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course you would say that," she said with a shrug. "Gentlemen always pretend they don't know when they're eligible or when other ladies are. I don't know why. Wouldn't it be better if we were all just honest about such things?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery raised his eyebrows. She was, yet again, catching him off guard. "Alright. I'll play along with you. What is it that you think makes Lady Michelle such a worthy prospect for marriage? You yourself don't seem to fancy her, why do you think I or any other man would?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia blushed. Montgomery could tell that it bothered her that her own dislike of the woman was so evident. "I didn't say I didn't like her." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "But you don't." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That's beside the point. She's…beautiful, surely. The kind of beauty that makes people stop in their tracks on the street or seek her out across a ballroom. She's also very wealthy, and has a spotless family history." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Do you know what kind of things make a spotless family history?" Montgomery asked, finding himself yet again engrossed in a conversation with Emelia as he had only before been engrossed with one of his colleagues or professors. "I believe it is the mettle of a person—character and kindness—that build such family histories. But then, when you are raised without any real hardship, you forget such things. That is how spotless family histories are at last tarnished. It's a vicious cycle. Perhaps society's pressure will keep Lady Michelle from anything openly disastrous, but she's not the sort of woman I would want to link myself to for life. She has never had to overcome anything; she has never forced her mind to think outside of the places where it is comfortable to roam; she has never considered that there are people hurting and poor as near as her own village." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That is not a list that I have heard connected with the eligibility or ineligibility of a person before." Emelia smiled up at him archly. Montgomery couldn't help noticing the way the exercise had brightened her eyes to an intriguing chocolate flecked with amber, or the way her hair, already in a loose bun, had begun to escape in tendrils all around her face. "I'm not sure it would make much headway in the London courts. How can you test such things?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I find that simply being around a person tells you much of what you wish to know. I formed an opinion about Lady Michelle when she first crossed the yard at your garden party with her retinue behind her." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia, who agreed with Montgomery, found the need to defend her sex at least a little. "You cannot be saying that wealth is in and of itself a reason to discredit people. That is prejudice just as it would be if you were making judgments about the poor or the uneducated." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You are right," he said, sobering a bit. "I could easily have made a misjudgment based solely on the lady's dress and manner of talking. Fortunately, I have had multiple chances, including a briefly shared childhood with Lady Michelle, to see her true nature. I think that her upbringing has much to do with it, but I see nothing eligible about a woman who thinks only of herself and her own interests." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Perhaps someone like you would be a good, stabilising influence on someone like Lady Michelle." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Perhaps," Montgomery mused, "but I'm afraid I haven't the grit and will to be the sacrificial lamb. If I ever marry, it will have to be to someone a bit steadier; someone who looks to others as much as to her own interests." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia looked up suddenly at the sky, which had been growing darker as they made their way across the fields towards home. It had begun as a sunny day, but as the minutes passed a dark purple front had crept up on the horizon and the air was growing chillier.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Is it going to rain?" she asked suddenly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It looks like it." Montgomery looked back over his shoulder. "I wonder if Brody and Hannah are under cover yet." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "They didn't have as far to walk, so I'm sure they will be," Emelia said. Then, with a laugh, "I know you're a proponent for caring about others first, but shouldn't you be worried about whether or not we'll make it to cover?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery pointed ahead. Over the hill was a small folly built against a sweeping tree. It was older now, but Emelia remembered the days when they used to play as children. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The folly was shaped like a low yurt, with one of the columns supported by the tree, and one of the columns wound round with a luscious vine. She hadn't been out to it in some time. "I assume we can take refuge there, if we don't have time to make it back to the house." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As if in answer to his supposition, the sky split suddenly with a crack of thunder and a flash of lightning creased down in the distance. Emelia shivered.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I didn't have any idea—think if the blankets affair hadn't sent Lady Michelle and Annelise packing; we would have been trapped on that overlook with a downpour." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Just then she felt a small sprinkling of rain on her nose. The drops were followed by more, and then the sky seemed to suddenly give up the ghost and a sheet of rain came down on the two young people struggling across the field. Emelia took off running, her skirts in her hands, and Montgomery hurried to keep up. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It felt like hours but was actually less than a minute before the two stumbled, laughing and breathless, into the cover of the folly. Emelia whirled around, droplets showering from her nose and clothing. Her hair had fallen out entirely during the run and hung, damp and wavy, around her shoulders. Her smile was wide and her eyes bright, and Montgomery lost his breath for a moment just looking at her. Then he came to himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That was sudden. England isn't often so mysterious in her weather." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It was nice, wasn't it?" Emelia said, breathing quickly and collapsing onto one of the old worn benches along the outside. The rain fell in sheets just outside, and she put out a hand, catching the droplets with glee. "It feels so cool and fresh." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery sat, too. He found it remarkable that she'd said nothing about her drenched appearance, nor had she complained about the chill or the inconvenience. She'd only embraced the magic of it all, finding a treasure in what other women would have considered a disaster. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It is fresh indeed." He took off his overcoat, shaking out the damp sleeves underneath. "I'm glad to see our little Mongolian castle has maintained its roof integrity." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Genghis Khan, the brute," Emelia said, throwing back her head and laughing in delight. "That was my absolute favourite game to play, although you were no fun when you grew older and started reading books to critique our historical accuracy." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't think it's a stretch to insist muskets weren't a major weapon at the time," Montgomery retorted, laughing as well. "How hard is it to switch to bow and arrow in your imagination?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia rolled her eyes and let her head fall back gently against the column behind her for support. She closed her eyes and drew her knees up to her chin, wrapping her hands around them.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I like the sound of the rain." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They sat like that in comfortable silence for some time, and when Emelia spoke again it almost startled Montgomery, so lost was he in his own thoughts.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You're different," was what she said, her voice soft. He looked at her, and found she'd opened her eyes and was leaning forward a little so that her chin fell atop her knees. Her arms were wrapped around her legs, as though she was a child listening to a fireside story. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If Brody had said such a thing, or his mother—or anyone, now that he thought of it—he would have laughed them off or dodged the subject, but with the rain pouring down behind Emelia, her hair soft and feather-like around her face, and her eyes wide with interest, Montgomery decided to match her frankness with his.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I am different." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Is it because of all the studying that you did, all the people that you've seen in pain, or is it because of your father?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Again, her frankness was disarming and intoxicating. He took off his hat and spun it around in his hands before running his fingers through his hair.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Perhaps a little of everything. I used to be so confident about everything I did. I used to think I had a right to tell people what was right and what was wrong because I myself was so above fault." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Like the muskets and Genghis Khan," she teased. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I still hold by that," he answered with a soft smile. Then, after a moment's pause, he went on, "But now I am not so sure." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You're not so sure….?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "—That I know everything I thought I knew." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They looked at each other for a moment in silence and then Emelia tilted her head to the side and asked a question Montgomery hadn't even been able to ask himself. "Why is it that you feel guilty?" After a pause, she explained, "I can see it in your eyes." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He bit his lip, thinking again how easy it would be to reroute the conversation or dodge the truth, but with her he didn't want to. He just wanted to tell her the truth, without argument or explanation.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I realised my own frailty and failings. May I tell you something, Emelia—something difficult?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She considered for a moment, something that made him smile, and then nodded. "Yes." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I do feel guilty, overwhelmingly so. I feel guilty for my father's death, and I feel that I let him down." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "He was so proud of you, though. Brody always said so, and you only had to be in the room with the man to see how much he loved you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That's just it." Montgomery pushed back against the lump that threatened in his throat. "He was so proud of me, and I didn't deserve it. I wasn't as devoted to my studies as I should have been, for one. I grew up eventually, but when I first went into the city to practice medicine I got caught up in a crowd of people that enjoyed late nights and the gambling tables. You may well look surprised, especially considering how often I spoke against them in my youth. I thought that I would never stoop to such frivolous pastimes, but that just shows how little one really knows oneself. As soon as I got a taste of the tables, I was hooked. It was months before I pulled myself away from them and re-devoted myself to my studies." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Months?" Something in Emelia's tone gave Montgomery pause. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, what of it?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled and leaned forward, setting her fingers for the slightest of moments on his forearm and then pulling them away again just as quickly. "For a few months, when you were a young lad, you enjoyed the gaming table. This is the sort of thing that is leaving you embroiled in guilt?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "My father never knew. I feel I betrayed him." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "But it was such a small moment, and yet you're acting as though all the good things you've done are overshadowed by that one moment." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "There were other things—I thought of him every time I did badly on a test or lost a patient. I still think of that today. I think that he sacrificed so much so that I could be a doctor and a gentleman, and everything I fail in is another reason why he chose the wrong son to invest in." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were quiet for a moment, and Montgomery felt the sound of the rain easing the truth out of him. Emelia spoke at last, her voice tender.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Dr. Shaw, I have a thought about all that you have shared, and I hope that you will not be offended." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Call me Montgomery." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Montgomery, then." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He nodded, and she went on. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I think that the only way your father would be truly disappointed is if he thought his investment in you had become a burden rather than a gift. I knew him. He was kind and good, and he never would have wanted to see you laboring under guilt because you were a human with failings like anyone else. He chose you because he knew you were a scholar and a dedicated man who would see the doctoring through to the end. And you did. I think if you really want to honor him you should do it with a good action, not a cloak of guilt." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "A good action?" Montgomery raised his eyebrows.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes. Dedicate something to him." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery smiled. "Now that you're hitting on it, I had been thinking that I want to practice medicine amongst some of the neediest people in England, rather than the castles of the rich or the great halls in London. I had thought that father would like that, and I would as well." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That's because you have the same heart that he had," Emelia said. "He passed down his love of mankind, and as serious as you try to be, you share the same love. Lean into that legacy your father left behind, and don't make him out to be some sort of monster who would hold a few months of gambling over your head for an eternity." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery looked at Emelia with a feeling of amazement spreading inside him. She was right; of course she was right, and he was only surprised that he hadn't pieced all this out in his own heart before. He'd been so overwhelmed by the guilt that he hadn't been able to crawl out and see it for what it was—a distraction from his father, not an honoring of him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "His love was unconditional in life," Montgomery said slowly, "I don't know why I've given it conditions in the case of his death." He tilted his head to the side. "Thank you for saying what you did, and for listening to the truth of my thoughts on the matter. I don't know how long I would have continued under the misconceptions I held if we hadn't spoken." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded and looked down at her hands. The rain had slowed outside, and Montgomery looked out over the field. The house was in the distance, and beyond that, the gatehouse. He knew he should talk about leaving and move towards Brody and Hannah once again, but he felt he could have sat here in the damp folly for hours rather than sacrifice this moment with Emelia. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia listened to the raindrops slowing, wishing with everything in her that they would pick up again and give her a reason to stay longer in the little folly with Montgomery. He had blessed her so much with his honesty, and he looked so handsome and casual there across from her with the ballooning sleeves of his shirt, his untied cravat, and his ruffled brown hair.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When at last he stood and said, "We ought to find the others," though, she knew it had been coming.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stood and hugged herself, feeling the chill for the first time. "You're right." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They set off across the yard towards the house, but when they neared it Emelia saw Hannah step out of the gatehouse and wave something dark and square in their direction. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "They found blankets," Emelia said, laughing a little. The moment they'd shared in the folly had been sweet and honest, but now she felt a certain air of caution dropping over their interaction again. She wasn't sure if it was because she was on guard after Montgomery's vulnerability or if he was the one on his guard, but either way she could feel walls going back up again, and she didn't want them to.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "So we didn't need to break up and go different directions after all," he said.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia nodded in silence. When they reached the gatehouse and stepped inside, Emelia remembered for the first time the reason she'd left with Montgomery in the first place. There was Brody and Hannah on the stone floor of the house, all the windows open so the fresh, rainy air could pour inside, sitting on three spread blankets with the food out in the middle. They'd already started eating and only looked up to wave Montgomery and Emelia into the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I call this a spot of luck," Brody said, nudging Hannah with his elbow and pretending to be surprised at Emelia and Montgomery's appearance at the door. "Imagine finding the very people who set off in search of blankets, here at last with no blankets, soaked to the skin." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Are you cold?" Hannah waved them over, laughing a little. Emelia could see a shine in her eyes, and guessed that at the very least her plan to give Brody some private time with Hannah had resulted in Hannah's happiness.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, I'm drying out." Emelia came and sank down to her knees beside Hannah. Montgomery came and sat by his brother. Emelia tore off a small piece of bread to keep her hands occupied and waved her hands at the two who'd beat them to the gatehouse. "I see you made it before the rain." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "We took the shorter way, of course, but when we'd reached the creek Brody saw the sky and insisted it was going to rain. I told him it wouldn't, not on Emelia's picnic day, but Brody said that was just why it would rain." She gave a light laugh, tilting her head back. "And he was right. Thankfully we were here in the gatehouse before the first drops fell, and that's where we found the blankets." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Wonderful." Emelia took a bite of bread. "I think things worked out better than they would have done if we'd been trapped on the overlook in a storm." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You're quiet, brother," Brody said, sobering a bit. "Were you sad to be deprived of our lovely company?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia wondered if he was making a comment about Hannah but for once Brody seemed to have forgotten his grand plan to bring Hannah and Montgomery together, and he seemed to be, at the very least, at peace with his current situation.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Actually," Montgomery said, "I was just thinking that if this really is the time—" he nodded at a clock on the wall, "—I ought to go. It was a good bit of entertainment, but I must head into town to meet with the doctor and set up rounds for tomorrow. I have serious work to attend to." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia felt his words slice at her. She tried not to be hurt by his manner, but the implication was strong that the time in the folly and the disaster of a picnic had been a waste of time; a distraction from the serious work that Montgomery was trained to do. She dropped her eyes to the slip of bread in her fingers and said nothing while Hannah and Brody bid Montgomery goodbye.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Miss Emelia?" he asked. She looked up. "Would you help show me to the gate?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia stood, a little confused. It was the role of a hostess to do such a thing, of course, but under the circumstances she could hardly think the haphazard picnic goers would hold her to traditional hosting rules. She followed Montgomery outside, setting aside the bread as she did so, and when they were at the gate he turned to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I saw your face when I said the bit about my work." He took a step closer, too close for comfort, and Emelia swallowed hard. "I just want you to know that I enjoyed our discussion today," he said quietly. "I regret nothing, and I look forward to our next conversation." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Then, in a moment, he was gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    "There's no accounting for it," Mr. Wells said when the girls met him in the breakfasting room the next morning. "I've never known a breakfast to be so sparse." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The table was laid with only a bit of fruit and cold bread, along with a tankard of milk. Emelia found her mind was otherwise occupied with the events of the day before and thoughts of her conversation with Montgomery, and Hannah was equally engaged with remembrances of whatever had passed between her and Brody; but their father was more concerned with the immediate practicalities of life.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Not even soft boiled eggs to speak of," he said, clearing his throat and tapping the hard crust of the bread with annoyance. "And the bread isn't toasted." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah sat down and poured herself some milk. "We should ask after the housekeeper to see what is awry." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia frowned, Hannah's words awakening something in her. It was, after all, odd that the cook had put such a meal before them, and beyond that just the day before she'd left the blankets out of the picnic, something that was unusual for someone as fastidious as she to overlook. Emelia pushed back her chair and stood again.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'll be back shortly," she said, "I'm just going to make certain everything is alright below stairs." It's what her mother would have done and, as the lady of the house, Emelia took it upon herself.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The servants’ quarters were strangely silent when she descended the stairs, and the hallway was dark. The kitchen had a small fire in the hearth, but the counters were all spotless; clearly no one had been working in there this morning. She called out tentatively, "Aggie?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No answer.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Then the housekeeper stuck her head around the corner and gave a little curtsy. "My lady. I'm so sorry, but I haven't had a chance to come up and tend to your meal yet. Things have gone awry down here, and I was going to come up and explain everything." A concerned look sped across her face. "It's the cook." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What's the matter?" Emelia stepped forward. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "She's ill." The housekeeper hovered in the doorway, obviously uncertain about whether or not to expose Emelia to what was inside the room, but Emelia took matters into her own hands, pushing gently past the older woman and into the room where Aggie lay, pale and sweating, beneath some blankets.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia put a hand to the woman's head. "She feels very warm," she said softly. "Have you given her anything yet?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No. She was unwell yesterday so I sent her to bed early and served you the leftover stew from the night before, but today—I think she's taken a turn for the worse. When the stable boy came in I thought to send him into town for the doctor." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia bit her lip and shook her head. "I'm sorry, but the doctor's handed over his patients to Dr. Shaw and gone on holiday for a week by the seaside." She paused for a moment and then made a quick decision. "I'll go for him. Try and keep cool cloths on Aggie's head, and push fluids. I think a bit of tea would do well. Don't worry about upstairs, I'll let Hannah know to keep the servants on track, and I'm sure she and Papa will be happier with a simpler fare for now." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Thank you, my lady." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia nodded and took off upstairs as quickly as she could. She was already wearing her emerald green riding dress, for she'd intended to ride later that day, so after explaining everything that she could to Hannah and her father she tied on a wide brimmed hat, threw a cloak over her shoulders, and went to the livery to fetch the carriage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Are you sure?" Hannah had said as she made her way outside. "One of the servants could go." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm sure," she'd answered, feeling a little pit of guilt in her stomach that Aggie was feeling so ill the day before and Emelia hadn't even noticed. "I know it will be quicker if I go, anyway." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The carriage ride to the Shaw estate seemed to take forever, though. At times, Emelia wondered if it would be quicker if she'd cut across the shortcut between the back properties instead of taking the roads, but when she arrived at the house and knocked on the door she quickly found herself thankful for the ride. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Neither of the Shaw brothers is here," the butler answered gravely. "I'm sorry to disappoint you, my lady." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm in desperate need of a doctor." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "The Honorable Brody Shaw rode into the neighboring village for a house call and won't be back today," the butler went on as though he hadn't heard her, "and Dr. Shaw is in our own village all day caring for sick people at the clinic for the poor. I'm sure your ladyship wouldn't want to risk going down there on your own." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Indeed, Emelia had never been to the clinic for the poor, and if it weren't for the thought of poor Aggie languishing away at home, she wouldn't have likely had the courage to attempt the trip. Still, as things were, she didn't see that she had any choice.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Is it the low building on the outskirts of town, behind the parson's house?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, my lady. It's down by the orphanage. The brick affair." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia blinked. She'd seen that building before but had thought it to be some sort stable, not a place where human beings were cared for during their most vulnerable times. She nodded, and cleared her throat. "Then I will go there directly. If Dr. Shaw returns in my absence, please tell him to go over to the Wells house at once and take care of the cook who is deathly ill there." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Then she turned and made her way down the great marble staircase and back to her carriage below. The entire ride to the village, Emelia thought about Aggie lying sick downstairs and hoped that Montgomery would be able to help. When the carriage pulled up outside the clinic she climbed out quickly and motioned down the street.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You can park the carriage over there," she said gently, noting the shabby surroundings. "I don't want to make a scene." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The driver nodded and took the carriage on. Emelia turned and surveyed the building in front of her. It was two stories tall, surrounded by a low brick wall with a little gate in the front. Beyond that, the similarity to a building in a sweet country village faded completely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The door was faded and out front three people sat huddled forward on the steps. As Emelia walked up, one of the men raised his head and looked at her with an empty, faraway expression, then dropped his head again onto his knees in silence.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia knocked once on the door and waited. After a moment, the man raised his head again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "They don't have no butler." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia nodded, blushing. Of course they didn't have time or people to answer the door all the time. She turned the handle and stepped inside. It was hardly what she had expected. The entire first floor of building spread out in front of her with only a few support columns blocking her view. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All the walls had been taken down and in their place were cots and bed pans and chairs. There was one staircase at the far end of the room that doubtless led upstairs, and near her was a desk behind which sat a dour woman in a navy uniform. The woman looked up in surprise at the sight of her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Pardon me?" she asked. "Is there something I can do to help you, miss?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia cast around the room, but other than the three beds with patients, she saw no one. "I'm sorry," she said. "I was hoping to speak with Dr. Shaw. Is he here today?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "He is," the woman said curtly, looking back at the notes she'd been scribbling. After a long pause, she looked up again. "May I ask who's looking for him?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Emelia Wells." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Ah." Recognition lit the woman's face. "You’re a Wells. Naturally, you've come to the clinic to steal away the doctor for a personal home visit. Do you see that?" she pointed to the full beds. "We can't help the people waiting outside until we finish helping the people in here. It's a busy day—a bad case of something has everyone in town clamoring for treatment, and me with only one doctor to help them all."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia felt a stab of guilt, knowing that she had indeed come to steal Montgomery away from whatever task he'd set himself to complete. She hadn't thought about those people who needed him here at the clinic. Then she remembered Aggie, and she shook her head as though to clear it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'll wait, then," she said. "Until he's available." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You'll be waiting a fine long bit of time," the woman sniffed. "He's upstairs in surgery right now with our only nurse, and they'll be there for some time stitching up a nasty cut a farmer came in with less than an hour ago." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia resisted the urge to hold a handkerchief to her nose. The smell in the room was overpowering. What was that? It was more than just sweat and dirt; it was something more potent. She sniffed, and cringed when the woman behind the desk noticed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That's the liniment," she said gruffly. "It's got a strong smell if you're not used to it." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia heard a sudden cry from one end of the room and realised with a start that one of the shapes in the cot was a child.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Water," the young one cried again. The woman at the desk busied herself with her task and Emelia looked at her, waiting to see what the woman would do. After a moment, as though feeling Emelia's eyes on her, the other woman raised her head in annoyance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I just gave the lad a drink a bit ago," she said curtly. "Usually they'll stop calling out if you wait. He's got the fevers, and he'll fall asleep soon enough." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia, knowing this woman was showing more care for the poor and ill than she ever had simply by showing up at the clinic to offer aid, bit back the judgmental thoughts that raced to the surface. Instead, she asked tentatively, "Would you mind if I busied myself until Dr. Shaw is available?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You could just leave a message with me," the woman sniffed. "I'll tell him to come on over when he's finished." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia shook her head. "I'll wait." She wasn't entirely certain that this woman would alert Montgomery to Aggie's plight in the first place, and besides that she couldn't shake the pitiful sound of the child asking for a drink. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She waited for direction, but the woman behind the desk seemed to think her duty fulfilled and had gone back to scribbling on a sheet of paper. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia took that as a dismissal and walked across the room, looking as she did so at the people in the cots. The child was the farthest away, but near her was a woman and a man both lying quite still, their foreheads damp with sweat, their shabby clothes soaked through in parts. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was medicine and a glass of water beside each bed, and as she passed, Emelia remembered what Montgomery had told her when the disastrous tea had laid up so many of her guests. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hydration and rest. She moved on to the child, who looked to be about eight or nine years of age; a  lad with blue eyes and pinched little face. She sat down on the side of the bed and poured a glass full from the pitcher. The water seemed murky, and she wondered if the nurse had added anything to the drink to aid in the healing.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Do you need a drink?" she asked kindly, reaching to help the boy sat up.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His eyes opened a little wider, and he looked over her dress and fine apparel as though startled. "Who are ye?" he asked in a thick country accent.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Call me Emmy," she said kindly. "Drink a bit of this water, and then you can tell me your name." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The boy complied, sipping weakly and then dropping his head back on the pillow afterwards. "I'm Richard," he said. "Papa says it's a big name for a lad like me." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, Richard, I'm sure you'll be a big enough lad one day." Emelia set aside the drink and stood to go. As she did so, the little boy's hand shot out and took a fistful of her skirt. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Please, miss, would you sing a song? Mama and Papa can't be here to stay—they've got to bring in the livestock and tend to the youngens." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He didn't say it in so many words, but Emelia could see that the boy was lonely and a little frightened in this great new place with the sickness eating away at his insides. She smiled, searching for a song in her head and landing at last on one she used to sing to Hannah.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Close your eyes while I sing," she said gently. The boy did so. "'There once was a ribbon of river on the hill,'" she began in a soft tone. "'And you'd see it wheree'er you went/ But then came shepherd from under the hill/ and he drank up the river of silt.'" She went on to sing about the monstrous shepherd whose thirst was only quenched by the great lakes in the north, and how when he travelled there he drank a lake clean dry so that the selkie there was forced to flee to the sea. "'And still today if you seek out her face/ she'll tell you no countenance be / like the shepherd who stole her sweet home away / and sent her off to the sea.'" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I think he's asleep." Montgomery's voice, close at hand, made Emelia jump. She hadn't realised he'd been standing there behind her. She looked down at the boy, who was indeed breathing regularly after the long little tale she'd sung. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "How long have you been here?" she asked, standing and stretching her stiff limbs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Long enough to hear the saddest children's lullaby known to man." Montgomery winked, but Emelia could see a certain weariness in his countenance. She glanced down at his hands and saw blood there, light and streaked. He was wringing them in a cloth tied to an apron around his body. She tried not to think about where that blood had originated, and how the person upstairs might be faring now. He seemed to read her thoughts in part, for he said abruptly, "This is no place for a lady, Emelia. Why have you come?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry to intrude." She cleared her throat. "It's just that—" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Dr. Shaw." The woman behind the desk looked up and waved her hand. "The man at the end has the shakes." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery held up his hand to Emelia, motioning for her to follow him as he moved down the line of cots to the end. "I saw some people outside," he said to the woman. "You should tell them to come in. Even if we don't have beds, we can tend to them by laying up clothes on the floor. It's best for them to be out of the elements, whichever way you cut it." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A man walked downstairs, and Emelia guessed from his clothes that he was the nurse the woman had been speaking about before. He was older, attired in a threadbare uniform, and had a tired bent in his shoulders. Montgomery was already pulling a blanket up under his patient's chin and feeling for the man's pulse, but he glanced up at the nurse and nodded towards the door.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Paul, would you help Beth bring in the people on the stoop? Set them up by the fireside so they're warm, and see if any need immediate attention. I'll be with you in a moment." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The man did as he was asked immediately, and Montgomery went on talking to Emelia as he worked, juggling everything that was happening as calmly as if he was at a tea party carrying on a conversation in an elegant parlor.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why did you come?" he asked again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Aggie's sick," Emelia said, wasting no time. "She's doing very poorly, and although I'm in no position to diagnose anyone, I can tell you she's presenting symptoms very similar to what I'm seeing here. She has a fever and exhaustion and looks very pale." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery looked at Emelia, and his face clouded with concern. "Is anyone else in your family feeling poorly?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, but Aggie's very ill." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery nodded and went back to work, pulling a bottle of medicine from the apron pocket and giving it to his patient in a silver spoon. "I will come over to the house once I've settled here for the night. It's not usually this busy, but I sent a note to the doctor telling him to return—I think we'll need to take shifts until the outbreak is a little bit more under control. I think it might be a strain of typhus, although it's not one I've seen before." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Typhus. Emelia had heard of this, but never in communities like her own where the estates were large and the water clean. She thought of their corner of the county as a rich and elegant arrangement, but when she turned her gaze to the cots and looked at the tattered clothes, she could see how blind she'd been. There were poor here—more than she'd known—and they needed help. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What can I do in the meantime?" she asked.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Keep her cool and try to keep other people away from her in the house. Make sure you boil the water before you give it to her to drink, and I'll be there as soon as the other doctor returns. I'll see how I can help her." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia nodded, looking around the room. Paul and Beth had brought the other sick people in by now and were busying themselves making them comfortable. "Can I help you?" she asked tentatively. "I didn't realise how much help was needed. I didn't know." She met Montgomery's gaze, and for the briefest of moments he paused in what he was doing to look at her; really look at her. There was a knowing in those eyes that made Emelia feel simultaneously at ease and guilty. How had all this been happening under her nose without her giving any assistance before now? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Emelia," Montgomery said softly, lowering his voice. "This really isn't a place for a lady. I'll be given a break soon, and I'll come your way, but for now you should go. Take care of Aggie, but don't put yourself in danger, alright? I will bring my aid as soon as I can." He paused for a moment, and then looked over at little Richard sleeping peacefully in the bed. "I'm glad you were able to give the boy some comfort." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia felt torn. She wanted to return to Aggie's bedside and give her cook whatever care she could, but she could also see the lines of exhaustion and worry on Montgomery's face. She wanted to stay to offer whatever help she could, to make that worry go away. Montgomery made the decision for her, motioning to Paul.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Paul, leave them for a moment. I'll be over shortly to diagnose them. Would you please walk Miss Emelia out safely to her carriage?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't need an escort!" Emelia blushed with embarrassment. "I know you're busy." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Paul needs a bit of fresh air," Montgomery said, waving her worries away. "Stop protesting and let him get a breather." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She swallowed hard and followed the older man outside, feeling the disparity between her life and the lives of those languishing inside more sharply than she had ever known. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    Paul, it turned out, was a sturdy man despite his advanced years and Emelia had to walk quickly to keep up with his stride down the hill to where her carriage and driver waited. As they left the clinic, Emelia took a deep breath of fresh air. Paul didn't miss this, and smiled a little to himself when she did so.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That's my carriage," Emelia said, pointing to where her horse was tethered by two other wagons. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I know," the older man said simply, shrugging. "It is in good repair." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" Emelia asked. She wasn't asking what he meant by 'good repair,' she was asking what was at the root of his tone; the way he rolled the words off his tongue as though they were a condemnation.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Paul seemed to understand the question behind her question, and he paused a little bit away from her driver to explain.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "This clinic is on the edge of town," he said, "but it's not so very far away after all. There's a main road that goes by the orphanage, and I see good carriages rolling by every day. I recognise yours—you're from the Wells' estate, are you not?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia nodded, and the man continued. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I've only seen one wealthy carriage ever stop here, before yours today—and that was Dr. Shaw's." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia felt a twinge of guilt, and yet she wasn't sure Paul had meant to critique her. He was poor, clearly, and though he gave his time and energy to the clinic she doubted that he had someone to give him the same care when he left his work outside the home. He was just sharing things the way that they were, not prescribing a change. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I've often wondered what it would be like if one of these rich carriages were to pull up outside the clinic and let off the wealthy people for a checkup. It would probably mean donations to improve the service, or perhaps at the very least a few extra cots." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Or help," Emelia said softly. "You could use more hands working." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The old man looked at her as though seeing her for the first time. "Oh, I wouldn't imagine anyone from the estates actually nursing; that feels a bit extreme." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Why? Emelia wondered to herself. Why did it feel extreme? She could here in the old man's voice the same doubt she'd heard in Montgomery's voice the day that he'd helped her tend to her sickened guests; when she'd offered to help and he'd thought there was no work for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This old man clearly couldn't have imagined Emelia as she'd looked that day, running up and down the stairs emptying chamber pots. That's what Montgomery had meant, after all, when he said that the clinic was "no place for a lady." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia almost turned around then and went back inside. She would show him that she had a heart the same as him and had a desire to help—but then she thought of Aggie and knew that to go back to the clinic now would be as selfish as staying away from it had been in years past. She would only be doing it to prove something to Montgomery, and Aggie would suffer as a result.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Perhaps you are right." Emelia kept her voice quiet, subdued. "It's hard to make changes when you've been raised to think that proper living looks like a quiet and well-groomed estate. I would like to offer my assistance in the future, however." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm not sure the doctors will agree to letting a lady such as yourself work here." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia smiled. "I can be convincing, and not just in the choosing of the right place." She'd meant to poke fun at Paul's preconceptions about her, but after she spoke she could see that he truly believed that was her only experience in swaying opinion one way or the other. She cleared her throat awkwardly. "Thank you for walking me to my carriage, Paul. You are quite the gentleman, and you have given me much to think about."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stepped up to climb into the back of the vehicle and paused with her hand on the door sash. "May I ask you a question?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, my lady." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What are the things that occupy your mind ever day—the things that you're worried about, or excited about?" She paused when she saw the older man's face flush with confusion. "I know it's a strange thing to ask, but I'm curious nonetheless." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Do you mean the basic things, like where you're going to eat and sleep and the like? Or more complicated things like how to care for your mother when she's older or what to do when the weather's too dry and your crops don't come up in time?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia swallowed hard. He'd answered her question already. "Both, I suppose." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The old man smiled and gave a little bobbing bow. "I suppose everyone thinks about different things, right, my lady?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm certain." She stepped inside and pulled the door of the carriage closed, tapping against the outside to get it rolling again down the road. As she looked out and watched Paul's figure growing smaller behind her, she thought about his answer. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If she'd had to tell people what things were filling her mind and concerning her at that moment, she might have said Aggie, or her sister's relationship with Brody, or perhaps even the long list of failed social engagements she'd thrown during her short lifetime. She would never have thought of food or a roof over her head as prerequisites to happiness: she just took those things for granted.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That was the difficulty, wasn't it? She just took for granted that she lived in a fine part of the county and didn't even think that there were poor people all around who didn't have what she did.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly the list of worries that had been following her around seemed to fade. The drive to throw the perfect party; the frustration at Michelle's frippery; even the confusion surrounding Montgomery's influence on her life, seemed to have lost their importance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She needed to find some way to do as Montgomery had done; she needed to find some way to touch the people who were hurting in her own backyard. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery found a sober, thoughtful Emelia waiting at her house when he arrived later that evening to check on the Wells' cook. She was sitting just inside the door, where the butler usually waited, only she was alone and had changed out of her fine morning gown into a plain grey shift with an apron over the top. She'd braided her hair back from behind her face, and when Montgomery walked in she leapt up.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "May I take your coat?" she asked quickly. "I sent the butler home early. He seemed a little tired, and I don't want to run the risk of him coming down with whatever plagues Aggie." She bit her lip and gave a quick little self-mocking curtsy. "My talent for housework is sorely lacking, but I'd really appreciate the chance to help you with Aggie." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Aggie. That’s the name of your cook?" He remembered it now from the day of the tea disaster. In truth, his interaction with the cook had faded away from his memory, but he tried to pull it back up for Emelia's sake.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes." She took his coat and hat and hung them up a bit clumsily before waving towards the servant staircase. "Now, follow me." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As they walked downstairs, she turned and spoke over one shoulder. "How was the rest of your day?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was something different about her; something almost eager. Montgomery looked at the back of her neck as he followed her down the stairs and remembered the way she'd bent over the poor boy in the clinic, singing him that little tune and holding his hand with no care for her own health. "It was rough, but the other doctor returned to provide aid, and I think we should get a good start on the other patients tomorrow. A nurse is watching over our current charges, so I should be able to go home and rest before the day's work." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry that your vacation has been infringed upon by such a prominent illness—you must feel as though you're walking from one place of business into another." She paused at the bottom of the stairs and looked at him in that odd way she had of cocking her head to the side and staring as though she could see right through him. "But perhaps you didn't mind so much after all. I think you were missing your work, perhaps?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He nodded wordlessly, unsure how to answer such intuitive questioning. Emelia, for her part, seemed to not need a response. She led him back past the kitchen, where he'd last seen the cook on the day of the disastrous tea party, and down the hall to a bedroom situated near one of the back doors. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    An older woman in a stiff black uniform and pinafore was sitting outside the door on a bench, doing a bit of mending. She stood up when Emelia approached and curtsied.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "She's been fast asleep, my lady, since you last checked. I am happy to apply another poultice—" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "There's no need," Emelia said quickly, and Montgomery wondered if he sensed embarrassment in her tone. "I'm sure the good doctor will have a new and more effective method of treatment after he sees Aggie for himself. You are relieved from your duties. I will stay by her side nursing tonight. You've done far more than your fair share of the work." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a moment of stunned silence, and Montgomery had to work to keep the surprise off his own face. It was not normal for a woman of Emelia's standing to offer to sit vigil for someone as lowly as the family cook.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Go on," Emelia prodded at last, smiling broadly and then pushing past the housekeeper as though the matter was, with those simple words, settled at last. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery walked over to the bed, already smelling the herbs in the poultice. Emelia need not have worried; it seemed she'd only put together a basic sleep poultice, the kind people in the country used often enough to relax their breathing, and while he doubted it was particularly helpful in the case of the woman lying in the bed, he also didn't think it would have done much harm. He walked over and laid a hand on the round woman's sweating face; she opened her eyes, a bit startled.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It's alright, Aggie," Emelia said, there in a moment, kneeling by the bed with her hand on the woman's. "I brought the doctor, and he's going to help you as best as he can." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery nodded. "Are you alright if I check your lungs, Aggie?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes," the woman croaked, wheezing a bit as she did so.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery leaned over and listened with his tools to the woman's chest before tapping gently against her abdomen and then checking her tongue.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "There's none of the brown fuzz," he said after this last test. "I worry with a fever this pronounced about Typhoid, but it rarely presents the same way twice. Sometimes it can look like any number of other diseases." He put a hand to the woman's head, surprised to sense Emelia listening to his every word as though she were in a medical class. "The fever is bad, though. I'm glad you were putting cool cloths on her earlier, but we need to change them. They've long ago lost their temperature, and I wouldn't like her to sit with warm, damp cloth for any period of time. Please put them on her wrists as well as her head and chest." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He leaned forward and listened to the chest again, wincing at the rattle he heard there. "My closest diagnosis is actually an infection of the lungs," he said, "although it doesn't usually come on so quickly. We will apply some medicine and monitor her fever closely during the night. If it breaks in the morning, we can hope the matter is not so serious as it looks now." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Good." Emelia nodded her head eagerly, standing and pouring fresh, cool water into the basin by the bed. She worked slowly, methodically, so that while it was clear she hadn't nursed often before, she also managed to give off an air of confidence and qualification as she worked. "You give the directions necessary, and I will stay here tonight." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery blinked. "You? Alone? All night?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled a little weakly. "That's a lot of questions, Dr. Shaw." She shrugged. "Who else? I don't want to risk anybody else's health, and what else do I have to do? I'm not going to go upstairs and embroidery or plan parties as though such things were my priority." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery looked down at his hands, surprised despite himself that the woman before him had managed to take him off guard yet again. She spoke as though the idea of her not staying all night downstairs with an ailing cook was the preposterous thing, not the alternative as many other women in her situation would have felt. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I can't allow that," he said slowly, gathering his wits about him. "I don't know that it would be good for your own health, Emelia, and I don't know how much good you can do. I will stay here and tend to her as is necessary. You go upstairs and rest; you can check on her in the morning." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia rung out the clothes and then walked over to Aggie's side and laid them on the cook's head and wrists with surprising adeptness. When she finished she turned and wiped her hands on her apron, looking at Montgomery with her calm, dark eyes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I think it is amusing how you think you can tell me what you will or will not allow in my house. Dr. Shaw, as much as I sincerely regret doing anything you don't expressly recommend, I must also assure you that I will be here all night with Aggie regardless of your presence." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery hid a smile that threatened to burst forth at the young woman's unexpected spunk. He shook his head. "I don't recommend it, as you say, but I can see that you are determined. Bring another chair from the kitchen and we will tend to her together. Perhaps you will allow at least that having two of us will allow some time for resting between wakefulness." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia seemed to seriously be considering putting him out of the house and insisting he rest back at his own mansion, but in the end she nodded slowly. "I would like you here in case things turn for the worse during the night," she acknowledged. "I'll fetch a chair. Should we make up a fire in the kitchen? I don't want to overwarm Aggie, or else I would build it here in the room." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Perhaps that would be best," Montgomery said, surprised he hadn't thought of it himself. "We may need to sterilise instruments later." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And just like that, Emelia was gone. Montgomery set up his medical bag on the table and sat down in the chair by Aggie's side, listening to her labored breathing. It felt warm in the room, and the exhaustion of a day of doctoring was weighing heavy in the back of his head, like an ache that was lurking, waiting to creep up into a full blown headache behind his eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As much as it pained him to admit it, Montgomery was glad that Emelia had offered her services. A long, lonely night of work would have taken everything out of his energies in the end.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was back quickly, a chair in hand and a bit of soot on her cheek.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That was fast," Montgomery said, taking the chair and setting it up against the wall so she would have a place to lean her head when she inevitably dozed off. "Did you really get a fire started so fast?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled weakly. "Actually, the footman found me trying and lent aid. I'll get it next time." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course you will." He couldn’t hide his smile, and she noticed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What's the matter?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, nothing much," he said, laughing a bit and turning back to his medical bag. He whispered the rest so she could only just hear, "Cinderella." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He heard rather than saw her turn and inspect herself in the looking glass behind the bed, then she giggled quietly and wiped at her cheek. "Perhaps it got the better of me after all." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery had sat vigils like this before, and so he knew enough to understand that Aggie's case, though serious, was not as bad as it could have been under the circumstances. Still, it made for a long night. Emelia seemed relentlessly energetic, insisting upon taking as many tasks as she could under the circumstances, as though by refilling water buckets and boiling clothes she could somehow prove her place in the sickroom.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery didn't tell her, but her presence alone was reprieve enough. He found it so comforting to look up during the wee hours of the morning and see her bending over Aggie or stoking the fire. It was good to be with someone, and not facing down the angel of death by himself.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One time, late at night, she shook him awake from sleep because Aggie's fever had spiked badly. They picked her up and carried her to a tub they filled with cool water, bathing her and watching her closely until the fever had subsided somewhat. When it was all over, Montgomery looked up and saw, for the first time, that edge of exhaustion in Emelia's eyes that he felt in his own self.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She pulled a quilt up over Aggie and patted the woman gently.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I think she's asleep again." She turned and brushed a tendril of curling hair from her face.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You should go up and rest. Hannah came down hours ago to ask you to rest," Montgomery said.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Nonsense." But she sat down nonetheless and leaned her head back to close her eyes. In a few short minutes she was breathing softly and steadily. Montgomery felt a surprising tug of tenderness looking at her sleeping there against the wall, her tired hands folded so properly in her lap.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He covered her in a blanket and she rested like that for a full hour before coming awake again to help.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When the morning finally broke, so had Aggie's fever. Though exhausted and weak, the cook looked for the first time like she had a real fighting chance. There was a bit of color in her cheeks and she struggled up on one elbow to request, "a good English egg," before falling back into the first good run of sleep she'd had all night, without any panicked attempts to breathe. Montgomery could still hear the rattle in her lungs, but it was fainter.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He left after daybreak, giving a list of instructions to the housekeeper when she came in for work and giving Emelia strict instructions to go upstairs and rest. She obeyed at last, seemingly satisfied to lay aside her stubbornness now that Aggie seemed to be in a stable place, and she walked upstairs wearily without even a proper goodbye.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery turned his sights towards home. As he crossed the wide expanse between the Wells and Shaw residences he felt a bone-tired weariness settling into his bones. He could only think of getting home and lying down upon his pillow; when he finally did so, he fell asleep with the image of Emelia's tired head drifting back against the wall as she slept in the chair by Aggie's side. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia watched Aggie carefully over the next few days, ready to ride for Montgomery again at the slightest sign that the woman was relapsing, but every day her voice sounded clearer and her lungs more strong. She regained her strength, and was soon giving the housekeeper and staff infuriatingly detailed instructions as to everything they were doing wrong in the kitchen.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia wrote two different notes to Montgomery over the next few days to assure him of Aggie's status, but he never responded. She assumed the work had been too exhausting for him, and perhaps a little frustrating as well on the heels of an already full day at the clinic. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She decided, after three days of silence, to take over a basket with some of the rolls cook had helped her to make. They were sweet rolls, and had taken an understanding of yeast, which Emelia thought Montgomery would find amusing considering their earlier conversation on the subject.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She'd slaved through the morning with cook perched in a chair by the fire recovering, and had to admit that the process had been more pleasant than she'd imagined. She'd used the starter Aggie kept in her cool room and worked the soft dough with her hands, listening to the cook's restless instructions all the while.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It's a softer dough, so we'll add more of fat to keep it so; and you don't want too much salt to stunt the yeast, mistress." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Emelia had pulled a cloth off the top and witnessed the balloon of risen dough, she'd been absolutely delighted.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It's a little over-proved," the cook had said, biting her lip. Then, as though seeing the disappointment in Emelia's face, she'd added, "but 'tis no matter. You'll just have them a bit more fallen after the bake." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Then it was into small buns with nuts and sticky syrup, and Emelia was now carrying the whole aromatic lot across the fields between her estate and the Shaws’. She'd put on that simple grey dress again that she'd worn to nurse Aggie, although now there was no pinafore and her hair was in a loose braid tucked up at the base to stay off her neck. She wasn't sure she was ready to admit, even to herself, why she wanted to dress in the same thing she'd last worn while working side by side with Montgomery. It was a memory she wanted to preserve, and that was enough for now.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At the Shaws’ door, the butler took some time to answer. When he did, Emelia saw that the house behind him was still dark, even though it was midday. The shades were drawn and there were few lights that she could see.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Is Dr. Shaw home?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The butler shook his head, and then nodded it again in the next moment as though confused. "Yes, my lady, but he's indisposed at present." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Whatever can you mean?" She peered behind him into the gloom. "What about his mother? Brody?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "The younger Mr. Shaw has been gone for days on business to the city, and is not yet expected to return for at least another few days. Mrs. Shaw is upstairs at present with her son. The doctor left only a short while ago." The butler shifted, clearly unsure what his place was in this entire affair. Ordinarily he would only say that his employers were unemployed; there was no reason to add additional information; but the old man had seen Emelia and Hannah moving back and forth between the Shaw and Wells estates ever since they were children, and to lie to her must have seemed like lying to one of the boys' sisters. "He's not…well." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia felt the first real touch of concern. "Please," she said softly. "I'm sure you have information otherwise, but I'd appreciate it if you'd let me come in and see him." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It's Dr. Shaw," the butler insisted, "not the young Master Brody, my lady." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia bit her lip. "I know. It's the doctor that I wish to see." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The butler stepped aside and Emelia hurried past, setting aside the sweet rolls she'd made as though they were an afterthought and hurrying on up the hall to the staircase and then upstairs. She knew where the family rooms were, and as she approached she saw the yellow glow of a candle in the guest room beside Montgomery's chambers. She slowed by the door, and knocked gently.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Come in, Eloise," Mrs. Shaw's voice came from inside. She must assume Emelia was their new maid, come to deliver tea or fulfill some other such duty.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She pushed at the door and stepped quietly inside. "It's not Eloise," she said softly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery's mother looked up with a little start of alarm, but when she recognised Emelia her face noticeably relaxed. She took a deep, shaky breath. "Oh, it's you, dear." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Mrs. Shaw, what's happened?" Emelia came over to the older woman's chair and knelt down beside her like a little girl crawling up to her nanny's knees. She could see that the woman's face was lined with fear and exhaustion. She was wearing the same black gown of mourning she'd worn since her husband's death, but now she had a sick apron pinned across the top and her silver curls were pulled back under a black wimple. "I came by to visit and the butler said everyone was either gone or indisposed." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, Brody's gone to the city for a week," the mother said blankly, plucking at her skirts. "I don't know when he's expected back. But Montgomery—he took sick a few days ago after his work at the clinic and he's gotten worse every hour. The doctor was just here…" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Took sick. Emelia felt a surge of nausea in her own stomach at the prospect. Suddenly she was looking back on the night they'd spent caring for Aggie with new eyes. He had seemed unusually weary and languid; once, when she'd woken him to bathe Aggie and bring the cook's temperature down, she'd thought Montgomery's own face felt a little warm, but she'd dismissed it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Did the doctor say what it was?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "He wasn't sure, but the primary evidence is a fever and a great weakness. The doctor told me that if the fever doesn't come down soon, he might suffer brain damage, or worse." The mother dropped her head into her hands. "It's all that time at the clinic—I just know it is. He worked himself ragged and then caught whatever disease those people brought in to him." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia knew that Montgomery would never look on his work and patients as "those people," but she also understood the deep distress she saw reflected in the other woman's face, and she didn't even think of correcting her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What are we to do?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "There's nothing we can do now except wait and pray." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia nodded. That was the normal response for noble women in this position; just sitting by while their loved ones fought for their lives, but Montgomery had taught her a bit more. "What I meant," she pressed, "is what does the doctor want done with Montgomery while we wait?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, he's told the servants to keep cool clothes on him and try to get him to drink fluids. There's also a syrup of some sort for him to take if his breathing thickens." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia stood, smoothing her hands down her skirt and then putting one of them gently on the older woman's shoulder. "Alright, then. That's what we'll do." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What do you mean dear?" The mother looked up with anguish in her eyes. "I don't expect you to stay and tend to him. We have servants for that." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It isn't about what you expect or don't expect," Emelia said as kindly as possible while still maintaining her firm nature. "But I must stay. I think I might be of some assistance. Your son helped my cook a few days back, and I think he may have weakened his constitution somewhat in the act. It would honor me so much if you would allow me to help him as he helped me." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The older woman blinked. "You, nurse him?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia reached down, and in an unprecedented action that would have been considerably frowned upon in most polite circles, embraced the woman. "I know you're afraid," she said softly, "because of what happened to your husband, but this isn't a mystery onset of an illness. We can fight it, and I'm going to help. Montgomery is strong." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A sheen of moisture came into Mrs. Shaw's eyes. "I am afraid; you're right. And it's hard to have Brody gone again as Montgomery was last time." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You don't have to bear it on your own this time," Emelia reassured her. "You have me." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You always were a kind little thing," Mrs. Shaw said, tapping Emelia's hand gently with her own.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia felt a pinprick of realisation that her motivations were not, perhaps, entirely out of casual friendship. She felt a surge of responsibility for Montgomery, and a desire to be near him in his time of need that was stronger than childhood acquaintances ought to feel. As she prepared for the sickroom, tying up her loose braid into a more rigid bun at the base of her neck and fetching one of the servant's aprons from the downstairs closet, she wrestled with that pinprick and tried to ignore what it might mean.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery was just a good friend. A good, kind, noble friend who was now in deathly danger because of a fever he may well have contracted from Aggie; or, perhaps, contracted earlier and was weakened in fighting it because of staying up all night nursing her cook. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia wondered if the desire to be by his bedside was just another brand of guilt, but even as she embraced the thought she knew it was ludicrous. No, this desire was deeper, rooted in a place so tender and longing that she couldn't examine it—not now; not while Montgomery's life was on the line.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She told Mrs. Shaw to rest; not to trouble herself for a time at least, and then went into the sick room and relieved the servants standing there. It wasn't until she was alone at last that she allowed herself to look at the still form in the bed. The four-poster in which he sat seemed very dark in the shade-drawn room, and Montgomery, who was ordinarily a tall and broad man, looked slimmer and paler than she'd ever seen him. He lay quite properly under the covers, too properly, actually, with his hands pressing the covers down along his sides and his head tilted a little back and up at the ceiling. His eyes were closed, his lips pale, and his breathing labored. There was a fine sheen of sweat on his brow.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One of the maids, upon ducking gratefully out into the fresh air, had told Emelia, "The master was tossing and turning earlier, but he's resting again now. We tucked him in properly for you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia didn't like that he was so still. She had seen Aggie fight the fever all night, and it had been evidence that the cook was not willing to give up. Now, watching the heat still pulse through Montgomery's body and watching him accept it like it was his burden to bear in silence, broke her heart.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She walked forward and laid a hand on his wrist, feeling the weak tremor there. "Dr. Shaw?" she ventured, quietly. His eyes seemed to quiver beneath his eyelids, but he didn't otherwise move. She changed out the cloths on his head, loosened his bedcovers somewhat, and held a cold, moistened cloth to his chapped lips. He didn't move to drink, stuck somewhere between sleep and hallucination. "I'm here," she said, taking his hot, dry hand in her own cool one. "You don't have to worry anymore. I've come to care for you, and I won't leave until you're well again." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery felt the world around him like a sort of overwhelming fog. The covers felt so heavy against his chest, weighing down, down, down upon his lungs. He felt shivers running through him, followed almost immediately by the sense that he was being suffocated by heat. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He heard a familiar voice, a voice that he was drawn to but couldn't quite place, speaking over him. He couldn't make out the words, but the hands attached to the voice were soft and cool. So cool. He didn't want them to ever leave, but leave they did, again and again.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He just wanted to rest. Somewhere, the doctor's voice hidden far back in his mind reared its head and forced him to fight back against the exhaustion. You have to get water; you have to make sure they're taking care of you. But then the cool hands would be back with a spoonful of liquid or a gentle, soothing touch; and somehow he knew he was being cared for. He closed his eyes and drifted off again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two days passed with little change. The fever lessened, which was a good sign, but Emelia could still see the beads of sweat and the pale lips and knew that Montgomery was not yet out of the woods. Hannah came by with a change of clothes for Emelia, her simplest brown gown as requested, and expressed concern about her sister. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't want you to fall sick as well," she said, biting her lip. "Montgomery grew sick after caring for Aggie." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "He grew sick after caring for the entire community, actually," Emelia said wryly. "He broke himself tending to the wounds of those we chose to overlook. I don't think I'll suffer the same fate after only a few days of nursing." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But she was more tired than she cared to admit. She fought to stay awake and had only taken a few hours of sleep when absolutely necessary. Brody had still not returned, so at moments like this, when Emelia couldn't hold her eyelids open any longer, Mrs. Shaw ventured back into the sickroom and sat by her son's side. It was a kindness, Emelia saw, which wore sorely on the other woman. It must remind her of her husband's illness and death. Emelia tried to rest as little as possible and give Mrs. Shaw a break as soon as she could.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Furthermore, she found herself more and more reluctant to leave Montgomery's side. She was fond of him, even in that pathetic state he was in now, and she didn't want to miss even a moment with him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The days passed into nights and then back to days again, blurring the lines of division in a dizzying way. During the night on the third day, after a particularly bad spike in Montgomery's fever and a rushed attempt to cool him again, Emelia fell asleep beside the bed, sitting in the chair with her head spread out on the coverlet. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One hand lay near Montgomery's still arm so that she could feel if he woke suddenly, thrashing in the throes of the fever again, and needed assistance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She slept far longer and harder than she'd intended; apparently the exhaustion of the last few days had caught up to her, and when she at last felt a bit of movement from Montgomery's hand, she woke to a stream of early morning light spilling over the bed. She opened her eyes slowly, adjusting to the light, and saw Montgomery, wide awake and clear-eyed for the first time in days, watching her from where he lay.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You're…" she sat up, feeling suddenly improper laying even a little bit on her patient's bed. "You're awake." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He nodded as though with great effort and smiled weakly. "I can feel it," he half whispered through a hoarse throat. "The beast has left me." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "The fever?" Emelia stood quickly and went to Montgomery's side, laying a hand against his forehead. It was still a bit warm, but it had none of the burning danger of the last few days. She looked down and saw Montgomery looking at her rather strangely. "What is it?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Your hands. I remember them. How long have I been sick?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Almost a week, but you've been dangerously so for the last few days." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And how long have you been here?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia didn't know why, but she felt a sudden need to pull her hands away from his forehead. She tucked them into the great pockets on her pinafore. "Three days." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That long?" He cocked his head to the side in confusion. "That would account for the look of weariness about your face. Have you been nursing me that entire time?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I've taken a few rests." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Few and far between, I'd reckon." There was the confusion, still strong and groping, in his eyes. He wanted to know why; Emelia could see it. Why would she pour so much energy into nursing him, a childhood friend she hadn't seen in years? Why would she fall asleep by his bedside as though sitting vigil for a loved one? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She turned away and busied herself with the basin of water, pouring fresh water in and rinsing a cloth there needlessly. She didn't want to turn around and face the questions in those grave dark eyes because she didn't want to face them in herself. Because that was the end of it, wasn't it? She had been sitting vigil for a loved one.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Let's speak no more of me at present," she said hurriedly, waving her hand in the air as if to clear something invisible away. "Your mother will be thrilled to know you're better, and the doctor. I'll have to ask him what to do next." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Or you could just ask me, since I'm lucid now." He smiled, a boyish, intoxicating smile.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Really?" Was she sounding as casual as she meant to sound? "What would you suggest?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "When the patient seems strong enough to move to a chair—which is now, I will tell you—you ought to wash all the linens and air out the room to free it of disease. If it's a fine day, you can leave the windows open for an hour, and then you ought to close them up again to ward off a chill. I ought to be bathed as well, and given some broth or other such food. I'm very dehydrated; I can tell." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia blinked. "You ought to be…bathed?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Was that a twinkle of amusement in his eye? "Most certainly." Then, after a moment of awkward silence, he added with a laugh, "You won't have any part in that particular bit of nursing, Emelia. The valet will do quite fine." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course not," she said, blushing furiously and hating the heat flooding her face. "I didn't think that's what you meant." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And you should go home." He put a hand to his head. "Get a good night's sleep—or day's sleep, as it is. You've been working hard, I can see it." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery was sad to see her go, even though he'd commanded her to do so and knew it would be best for her. He'd seen the weary, pale tenor of her skin and the way her hands shook when she filled the water basin with water. She'd worn herself out caring for him over the past few days, and that fact alone interested him extremely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When he'd woken to find her head sleeping peacefully only a few inches from his fingertips he'd stayed as still as possible, watching and trying to put together what had happened. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He'd been very sick—that much was evident, but what was far more confusing was the presence of Emelia in his sickroom. Her long lashes brushed across her cheeks and her breathing came smooth and steady. He thought he'd never seen her look more beautiful.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When she left, she took the light with her. The servants changed out his covers and helped him bathe, a miserable affair that left him shivering and slightly feverish before they tucked him into the covers once again. Montgomery wasn't frightened; he knew the return of a light fever was common during the recovery process, but he was glad to have the rest at last. He closed his eyes and slept deeply for the first time in days.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When he woke, she was back.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Good afternoon," she said lightly, looking up from a book she was reading. She had changed into something pale blue and plain—almost as simple as a peasant girl would wear, but of a tell-tale fine fabric. Her hair was up again, pulled back in a neat bun away from her smooth complexion. Her eyes looked like dark amber staring back at him soberly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I told you to go home." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I did." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And rest." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I did." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery looked at the clock on the wall in serious doubt. "You've only been gone a few hours." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I slept for most of that time and then freshened up. I found I didn't need more than that." She shrugged and set the book aside, coming to sit by him in the nearest chair.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Surely your father and sister miss you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled. "Neither of them nearly died from a dangerous illness, so they can spare me a few more days. We're going to help you regain your strength, Montgomery. I promise. " 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He knew he ought to fight back more and insist she spend a few days away from the sickroom, but his selfish side won over in the end. He reached out and patted the flat space of bed by his side. "I suppose you can always drift off here again if you so need." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She blushed furiously at that, much to his gratification, and shook her head. "That was an unprofessional oversight that I shall certainly not repeat." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, don't worry." He heard the sudden softening in his own voice. "I didn't mind." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They looked at each other for a moment in comfortable silence, and then Emelia seemed to come to herself and stood, running her hands along her skirt nervously.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, I didn't come here to stare at you. I came to help you recuperate. What would best aid in your healing?" She moved as though to go back to the wash basin, but Montgomery held up his hand with a weak laugh.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't think I need any more cool clothes just now. I feel very tired, and a little anxious to get out of this bed, nothing more." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia bit her lip, curling it under her teeth in a way that seemed to Montgomery to be surprisingly irresistible. Then, as though hitting upon the perfect idea, her face lit up.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Then I shall have to make this room something you're comfortable to rest in and not at all anxious to leave." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery didn't say it aloud, but he was thinking that Emelia's presence alone lent the room that particular quality she desired. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What do you have in mind?" he asked simply. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "A game," she said, walking over to his bookshelves and, after a moment, pulling a mancala board off the uppermost shelf by his desk. "Look! I played this with stones and holes in the ground when I was a little girl. Where did you get such a beautiful board?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery looked at it tenderly. "My father. He brought it over during one of his travels abroad. It's beautiful; middle eastern." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia set it down on the bedspread between them and then poured the smooth aqua stones out into one palm, counting them out evenly into each player's board. Montgomery watched with amusement, loving the way her delicate hands fingered each bead solemnly before dropping it into the proper divot, as though she could somehow mess up this simplest of tasks.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When she was finished, she nodded.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You can go first, since you're an invalid now." She winked at him, her voice lighter than he'd ever heard it. "I will cater to your intellect, which is almost certainly lessened by the fever." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You will regret your kindness, lady," he teased in response, picking up the first stone to move along the playing board. "I was quite good at this board when I was a young boy." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I wouldn't know," she shrugged, playing her pieces in turn. "You were such an old boy when I finally met you that I never saw the mancala-playing, joyful lad at all." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery raised his eyebrows in mock astonishment. "My dear, you are seeing that lad at this very moment." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She did beat him, soundly, in fact. Montgomery was only a little surprised—after all, Emelia had always seemed to him to have a sharp intellect carefully hidden under the duties and requirements of a traditional lady. He closed his eyes, listening to her exclamations of delight with a feeling of warm peace spreading in his chest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This was true healing; he felt like more than the fever was slipping away in the presence of this slim young woman. She was going into all his closets, including the one where he hid his guiltiest feelings about his father and his stressful fears about his work, and she was banishing each monster and ghost with intoxicating grace. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody rode up to the door of his home with his heart in his throat. He had the letter his mother had sent tucked into the sleeve of his coat, and it burned there like an ill omen. She'd written of Montgomery's illness and Brody had ridden home as soon as he received the information, but the familiarity between this sudden strike of sickness and his father's suffering was too close for comfort.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He slid off his horse almost before it had fully stopped and wrapped the reins around the marble post at the base of the stairs before climbing the staircase two steps at a time. The butler opened the door on the second knock and waved him inside, calling to the livery boy to tend to the horse as he did so. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Where is he?" Brody walked past the man, already headed down the hallway with his coat still on and his hat upon his head. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Brody." It was his mother's voice. She was standing in the hallway, and for the first time since their father's death she was wearing a color other than black—it was a simple gown, but the green silk set off her eyes. "I'm glad you've come." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Mother. Is he—?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Recovering nicely. He's in the lower parlor at the moment, so when you have collected yourself you can go down that direction and see him. I know he will be glad of it." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What happened?" He felt his heart thudding into a more regular rhythm.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "We're still not sure, but the fever was indeed life threatening. Thankfully your dear friend came over and tended to him during the worst of it; now he's only looking to regain his strength." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "My friend?" That's when Brody heard it for the first time: the strains of faint music drifting down the hall. It was a woman's voice singing—a familiar voice—and the tune was light and sad, set in a minor key. It wasn't a song he'd heard before, and Brody walked softly past his mother and down the hall to the parlor from where it issued.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At the door, he paused so that he was hidden and could observe the scene inside without being noticed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery was lying on a couch by the fireside. The windows had been opened to let in the light, but there was still a fire burning in the hearth, likely to keep the English chill away from Montgomery's weak immune system. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was in a dressing gown and had his dark hair ruffled and astray. He sat on the couch as though he'd been reading a moment before, but the book had slipped from his fingers and he was turning his entire gaze on the other figure in the room: Emelia.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody noticed her presence with an odd, not entirely satisfactory, start. She was dressed in a smile brown gown and had her loose hair pulled back in a chignon at the base of her neck. She was sitting at the pianoforte in the corner, her fingers picking out a lilting melody to accompany her music, and her voice lifted delicately with the music. It was a fine voice; Brody had always thought so. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia had none of the violent strength in her voice that accompanied the magnificent opera singers of London, but her voice always made Brody think of the laughing sound of a country brook or the clear notes of birdsong. She was singing a song he'd never heard before. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Ten thousand ladies in the room/ but my true love's the fairest bloom/ of stars she is my brightest sun/ I said I would have her or none." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery seemed to see the birdsong and the brook in the woman sitting before him as well, and Brody found he was as captured by his brother's expression as he was by Emelia. Brody had never seen his brother look at anyone like that before. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His face was a curious mixture of enchantment and struggle, as though he wanted to keep his wits about him, but had lost the battle. He was falling for Emelia. And she, picking away at the instrument with her gaze lowered and her song light—was she in love with Montgomery? Was it possible? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Down in a mead the other day/ as carelessly I went my way/ and plucked flowers red and blue/ I little thought what love could do." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a song of love lost, a heart-wrenching little tale to be sure, but Brody couldn’t take his mind away from the serene little songbird. He didn't know exactly what he thought about this turn of events. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had never, despite the rumors in the county, really considered himself to be in love with Emelia, but to see this turn of events after everything they'd both sacrificed for Hannah and Montgomery's happiness was jarring. And yet she had come, hadn't she, and nursed Montgomery? That was not the action of a mere friend. She was building into the final verse, her tone clear and wistful. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I wish, I wish, but 'tis in vain/ I wish I had my heart again!/ With silver chain and diamond locks, / I'd fasten it in a golden—" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He'd been spotted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Brody!" She stood up quickly from the pianoforte seat and stepped around the edge of the instrument, a little flustered.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody came to himself and stepped into the room fully, taking off his hat at last and walking straight to his brother. "You've looked better, old chap," he said, forcing himself to keep his tone light. He wasn't able to look straight at Emelia. He was angry, and he didn't know why. "Why do you wait to have a near-death experience until I leave the county? You know how I love a bit of excitement on a dull day." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery smiled easily and reached out a hand to grasp his brother's. Brody noted that his hand squeezed only weakly and felt a stab of compassion for his older brother's ordeal.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Sorry, brother," Montgomery was saying, waving his hand to the chair. "I didn't exactly plan this little setback. I had plenty of help, though. You needn't have worried. I was in very good hands." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I heard." Brody glanced only briefly at Emelia, who was still standing frozen by the pianoforte. She looked at the ground. "Still," he said, his tone more serious, "I'm sorry I wasn't here. I won't be leaving again any time soon, though, so if you need anything at all I'm happy to provide my assistance." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery grinned lopsidedly. "Well, I wouldn’t mind a chess partner. Emelia's beaten me twice today alone, and I can't take another blow to my pride." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The friendship implied by that comment; a camaraderie that had never before existed between the two, confused Brody. He tried to shake it off with another joke. "While I don't like the implication that I will be salve to your pride in an intellectual battle, I will agree to a game. Let me put my luggage upstairs and change into fresh clothes and then I'll be down." He looked at Emelia full on for the first time. "Perhaps you can help me?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She swallowed and nodded. "Of course." She glanced at Montgomery. "I'll be back in a moment." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody could feel her following him into the hallway outside the parlor like a child awaiting discipline. He didn't turn around at first, but walked to the end of the long corridor where a window seat was tucked into the wall there. He sat down, and patted the cushion curtly. She followed suit.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Brody, I'm glad you're back." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody knew he should beat around the bush; ask the edging questions first so as not to put Emelia on her guard, but he couldn’t. He'd always been rash, and now was no exception.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Do you love him?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The question hung between them for a moment and Emelia blinked. Brody could see her mind whirling and then, too late to be convincing, she gave a weak little laugh. "Montgomery? Brody, don’t be ridiculous. Even if—this is an improper question, and you've no right to ask it…I was just helping to care for him during his time of sickness." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You never called him Montgomery before. Always Dr. Shaw." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course I did, when we were children." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You know what I mean." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She gave a little shrug and let out a shaky breath of air. "I have great respect for your brother, but if you're asking if I'm chasing after a position as his wife, you must remember his goals—he needs a smart, witty woman who can live beside him in London and handle all his high society aspirations." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You have just given a reason why you think marriage is impossible, which means you've given this a bit of thought," Brody said, his heart confirming for him what his questions still sought out. "Tell me the truth, Em. We've always been honest with each other." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Really? Have we?" Her face darkened suddenly and Brody saw a flare of passion in her dark eyes. "If you are really so set on us being honest with each other, then you will tell me the truth about your feelings for my sister." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody froze. This was unexpected indeed. He'd spent the last week in London going from one sparkling party to another, dancing with all the loveliest women and speaking to the wealthiest heiresses in the land. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He'd hoped, even though he wasn't yet willing to admit it to himself, that all this would take his mind off the starry-eyed, brown haired little lass living just next door. He hadn't thought his confusion on the subject was apparent to anyone.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You have no right to ask that," he hedged. "I don't even know what you're talking about." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, so you can pressure me with impossible and irrelevant questions about your brother and I'm not allowed to do the same as regards my sister? You accuse me of giving a roundabout answer to your question, when you have transgressed in exactly the same manner." Emelia sat back, triumphant." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Pardon me," Brody interjected, "but you're forgetting that the last weeks I've been bending over backward to get your sister into a safe and happy relationship with my brother. I think she's perfect for him, and I wouldn't be doing all this if I didn't believe so." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Do you know what I think?" Emelia said softly, her eyes burning the truth out of Brody. "I think that you really don’t think Hannah is perfect. I think that behind all that bravado and pomp and circumstance you have a good heart and an unselfish love for your brother, and it's my sister's very charms that make you want to give her over to Montgomery—not only because you think he deserves everything good in the world, but because you don't think you deserve anything at all." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody sat back, Emelia's words striking a little too close to home. She was right—he wanted the woman he'd thought all along was right for his brother, and the guilt of this realisation was eating him up inside. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "We could always be honest with each other," Emelia said gently. "Why don't you just admit the truth about your own heart?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody waited a beat too long to answer. If he had spoken at once the truth might have flowed out then and there, the words piling up one on top of the other and setting him free at last. But he couldn't. He waited, and then the old, foppish Brody—the one with a screen of charm and dandy behavior between him and anything real, rose his head again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Don't you remember?" he said with a forced laugh. "I don't have a heart. I don't even believe in love. I'm not to be tied down by such things. And I won't take a lecture on honesty from the woman who just nursed my brother out of a deadly illness and refuses to admit to me or herself why." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia shook her head and stood, smoothing out her skirts. The tension between the two friends killed Brody, and he could see that it was hurting her too. They'd always been open about their thoughts and feelings, and now the things they were withholding stood between them like sentries guarding their true selves.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Then we have nothing more to talk about," she said quietly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He watched her walk away down the hall, hating the way her face and form reminded him of Hannah; and at the same time wishing her back again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah was battling with a bit of muslin and embroidery thread when Brody came into the tea room a week later. She hadn't even known he was back in town. She hated the way her heart leapt into her throat at the sight of him, just as it always had as of late.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Hannah." He was dressed in a well-tailored ensemble with fine trim and edging and a bright red coat. His hair, always foppishly arranged, was particularly voluminous this morning. He set his gold-headed cane aside as he stepped into the room.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Brody." She stood quickly, barely catching the embroidery before it tumbled to the floor. "A pleasure." She looked outside. "I'm sorry, but Emelia only just now left for a stroll in the garden. She'll probably be over to check on your brother later. Perhaps if you went home you could catch her—?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I didn't come to see her." He smiled that disarming, charming smile, as though it was perfectly normal for him to turn his attentions on Hannah instead of her older sister. "Do you have a moment?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Me?" She could hardly believe it. She sat back down and he followed suit, choosing the chair nearest her and leaning back as he always did with an air of a man who owned his surroundings. Hannah felt her heart beating in confusion and picked up her embroidery, busying herself with it to distract herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, I just spoke with Emelia yesterday, and I haven't had a chance to talk with you since I've been back from my trip to London." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes. How was London?" She could imagine him now, spinning around dance floors with another beautiful woman on his arm every minute. She'd thought of it often while he was gone, and would have dwelt on the ideas more if she hadn't had the guilt of Montgomery's illness to distract her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Diverting." He played with the hem of his coat and then shrugged and corrected himself. "Actually, not diverting at all. Not as I'd hoped." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She forced herself to meet his steady gaze. "Why were you hoping to be diverted?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked out the window, breaking whatever momentary bond had been formed between them. "No special reason. A man needs to be distracted sometimes." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Women too." She looked back at her sewing, poking the needle carefully into the taut fabric and pulling it out, out, out until another fresh line of butter yellow thread was looped into place. There was a rare moment of silence between the two of them. Hannah had noticed that Brody almost never rested in silence. He always had a joke or a story to break the calm. Today, he seemed at ease with it. When she spoke at last, her voice sounded foreign in the serene room. "And your brother? How is he?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I would think your sister had been giving you regular updates." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Was that a note of jealousy in his voice? Hannah couldn't be sure, but her own infatuation with the dapper man sitting across from her read it as such. Brody must be hearkening after Emelia, and because of that he didn't like her attentions towards Montgomery.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "She tells me some things," Hannah said, trying to keep the disappointment out of her voice. "Still, I'd like to hear it from you, and I know that a brother always has the most information." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "He's nearly recovered. No longer on bed rest, actually, although I can still see him growing weary after too much time spent in the sun or out on horseback. Yes, you may well look shocked. Mother thinks it's absolutely atrocious that Montgomery should choose to do anything as strenuous as horseback riding so soon after escaping the jaws of death, but if I'm being honest I would tell you that it seems to be doing him well. I think he misses some of his more active pursuits. I actually think it would do him well to go back to the clinic, but the doctor has joined forces with mother on that point and I think it will be a few days at least before he breaks through their two-fronted defense and gets back to doing what he loves best." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah could hardly believe Brody was talking to her. This was the kind of fluid conversation and open honesty that he had only heretofore shared with Emelia. She bit her lip. "Well, I'm glad to hear that he's recovered so well." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, well, he always was strong as an ox." Brody laughed. "And how are you?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, you know us Wells. We've been doing fine, I suppose. Father has some new business along the coast that has been keeping him more than occupied, and you know that Emelia—" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm so sorry," Brody said, interrupting her with another light laugh. "But when I asked how you were doing, I meant it in the singular sense. How is Hannah Wells—not how is the Wells empire." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah felt a bit flustered by this unusual attention, and was mortified to feel a hot blush climbing into her cheeks. She dropped her gaze to the embroidery in her lap, desperately hoping this action would disguise her embarrassment. "I'm quite well." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What are you working on?" Brody stood up and moved to sit on the arm of the chair in which Hannah was ensconced. He was leaning over her; examining her embroidery. His nearness brought Hannah's heart into her throat again. "That looks like a very pretty scene." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In truth, it was one of Hannah's more prized projects. She'd painted a scene of a wagon looping along the road to her favourite lookout, and had already finished an embroidery of the same scene with the wagon and the far-off horizon in thread on muslin. Now she was just putting the finishing touches on the daisies lining the road.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It's based on a painting I did once," she said, blushing still more furiously. "It isn't for anything—just frivolity. It will only hang on a wall." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Things that hang on walls still serve a purpose," Brody said thoughtfully. "I've always thought that this world needs beauty of all kinds, and even if you're sewing—a usually pragmatic task—it's an opportunity to bring more beauty into the world." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a kind thing to say, and Hannah could feel Brody's gentility pulling her up and away from her embarrassment. She looked up tentatively at him, catching his downturned eyes. "Thank you," she said simply. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I like what you've done here." He leaned forward still more and carefully traced the outline of tree that spread low and wide along one end of the scene. His finger pressing against the embroidery met her hand beneath the cloth. She stood up quite suddenly, nearly toppling him from the edge of the chair, and retreated a few steps away to the window.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, well, I've always had a knack for such things. My mother taught me." She laid the embroidery aside and folded her hands, trying to forget the feeling of his touch. "Emelia always struggled with it, but I know that's because she was good at so many other things." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, I actually had hoped to speak with you about Emelia." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ah, there it was. Hannah hoped her disappointment didn't show on her face. Of course that was the only reason Brody would ever seek her out especially—he had some greater purpose involving her sister.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Anything you need," she managed to say through stiff lips. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I know it will sound odd," Brody said, standing and walking to the fireplace to rest his hand on the mantle, "but I have a suspicion about her that I wish to ask you about." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah nodded for him to continue.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I have been watching your sister for some time, and it has come to my attention that she has developed… feelings… for someone close to both of us." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now this was promising. Though Hannah hadn't noticed any such feelings on Emelia's part, Brody's language clearly delineated a person outside of himself and Hannah, therefore intimating that he himself wasn't the object of Emelia's affections. "Really? I haven't noticed any such thing." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Really? After all the energy Emelia has been pouring into nursing, the time she's spent at our house even after Montgomery recovered, the way they danced together at my ball?" Brody shrugged and raised his eyebrows. Understanding washed over Hannah. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You think there's something between Emelia and Montgomery?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I think there could be, although I don't know that either of them has the gumption to make it happen. They're both so careful of each other; I don't know if either would make the first move." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah watched Brody with a keen eye, but she couldn't tell if his confusion was out of a genuine concern for his brother or jealousy over Emelia's emotions.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What—" she ventured, "—what do you think we ought to do about it? You wouldn't have brought it up to me if you didn't think I could help." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That's it. You've got a bright way about you, Hannah." Brody smiled at her in a way that melted her heart. "I propose we find a way to encourage the two of them to court one another. Perhaps we arrange a meeting for them, or exhort each of them separately to consider the relationship. My brother will be reluctant, but I saw something when I returned from my travels in London; I think there's a real future there for them both." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah thought about it, and the more she did the more sure she became. "You might be onto something, Brody. Usually I think your schemes are far-fetched and ridiculous, but in this instance I can see the trail of affection growing between Emelia and Montgomery, and I think they might actually make a remarkable pair." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Setting aside your back-handed insult about my schemes," Brody said with a wink, "can I take it that you are in agreement?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Absolutely." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He walked forward a few steps and peered at her for a moment as though he'd never seen her before, the same way he'd looked at her on the dance floor. Hannah blushed under his scrutiny and turned to look out of the window again. "What's your motivation to get Emelia and Montgomery together, anyway?" she asked.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Their happiness," he said simply. There was something more in his voice, that much Hannah could hear, but for some reason she didn't want to determine what. Brody was silent for a moment and then he gave one of those harsh little laughs that he always used to get out of uncomfortable situations. "It will be a boon indeed, because when Emelia's happily married my little marriage pact with your sister will finally end." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah felt her heart freeze inside of her. So it was true. After everything here was confirmation that Brody did, in fact, care for her sister. Hannah felt a rush of emotions—disappointment at the realisation of Brody's true feelings, pain at the betrayal of her sister keeping such a secret from her, anger at both these people whose secrecy had dragged her heart down with it—but she could see a certain searching look on Brody's face and new that, for whatever reason, he was searching her face to gauge her response. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Why he would want to know her reaction was beyond her imaginings, but whatever followed she was certainly not going to give this well-dressed dandy the satisfaction of seeing her cry. Instead, she nodded as dismissively as possible and took a seat.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody stood in silence, and Hannah could feel his confusion. It was palpable in the air all around her, but she wasn't going to give him the relief of stepping in and telling him it was alright; that she'd known about it all along, that she didn't care about the silly little pact. Because that would be a lie, and Emelia and Brody had lied enough for the whole of them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You're quiet." Brody said at long last. He'd been searching all that long silence for words, and all he could come up with was, "you're quiet?" Hannah resisted the urge to scoff audibly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There had always been gossip, but facing the truth about Emelia and Brody Hannah was most hurt by a singular fact: she'd confessed to an infatuation with Brody to her older sister, and her older sister had listened to her without breathing a word of any marriage pact. Perhaps she would have blurted all this out to Brody; perhaps she would have told him exactly what hurt her and why, but she was saved from all of this by a voice in the doorway.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Brody!" It was Emelia, recently returned from her walk. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course you must stay for dinner," Emelia said quickly, looking back and forth from Hannah's face to Brody's. There was something the matter; something just a little bit off in this room that she couldn't quite put her finger on. Brody was smiling as widely as ever, and Hannah was quiet and reserved as ever, but something was still not quite right.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, of course." Hannah looked up at Brody with a distant expression. Emelia noticed Hannah didn't make eye contact with her at all. "You should stay. We're having mutton stew, and I know it's your favourite." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It is my favourite," Brody said, smiling back at Hannah with his usual light ease. "Good memory." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All fine and good, but something was still wrong.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia led the way to the dinner room, where their father was already waiting. He exchanged pleasantries with Brody while they took their seats, teased Emelia, and questioned Hannah about her day. Everyone went through the motions of laughing and responding, but all the while Emelia was looking at Hannah. She had that same cold, confused look on her face, and she had yet to look at her sister. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Hannah, would you pass the potatoes?" she asked. She didn't really want them, not yet at least, but they were the nearest food item to her sister and therefore the quickest way of getting her attention. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course," Hannah said through tight lips. She lifted them and held them for a brief moment. "I wouldn't want to keep anything from you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That's an odd way to phrase it, Emelia thought with another stab of misgiving. She wondered what had passed between Brody and Hannah, but couldn't think of what it could be. "Thank you," she said simply, taking the potatoes and ladling some onto her plate.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They ate in this haze of pleasantries and sparse conversation, and all the while Emelia grew more confused and uncomfortable. Brody was at last the one to come to her rescue, leaping in with one of his characteristically grand ideas.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Now that my brother is quite recovered, I have determined that the best way to celebrate is to throw another grand party to celebrate his fortunes. The ball was magnificent, but we'll keep this a smaller group—six or so families from the county, with dinner and music and dancing afterwards. Doesn't that sound grand?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It does?" The hint of a smile came onto Hannah's face. "You were always good for a party, Brody." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I think I'm good for a good deal more than that, don't you?" Brody smiled at Hannah and then turned to include Emelia in his little joke. She bit her lip and nodded. Brody sat between her and Hannah, but the two sisters were separated in more ways than that, and Emelia didn't know how to bridge that gap. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
    The night of the dance seemed to Emelia to be years in the coming, although it was only a few days. She told herself that the seeming eons were owed only to the lack of activity she'd had as of late, but she knew in her heart that wasn't the case. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a great war simmering in the Wells' household, and she had no idea what was at the root of it. Therefore, though her heart dearly missed her sister's companionship, nothing she did seemed to earn it back for her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She'd gone to Hannah every day with invitations to go riding, to walk in the garden, to travel to town, and always Hannah's answers were very calm; very cold refusals. She found new and creative ways to turn Emelia down.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry, but I've already been horseback riding, and besides, I don't really like the country at this time of year." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I would go, but I fear I wouldn't be much for conversation." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It looks like rain." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All the excuses were so painfully transparent that Emelia began to think Hannah wanted them to be. The silent treatment and evading of your grudge does no good if your grudge isn't aware that she's on your bad side, after all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This little speck of realisation crept into Emelia's heart and made a little welt of bitterness there. On the day of the party, she finally burst out against Hannah.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "We need to talk." She walked into the room where Hannah was preparing. She'd dressed in white again, as she so often did, and was pinning her hair up. Emelia came over and held out her hands. "Let me help with that." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I can do it by myself." Hannah smiled patiently, as though speaking with a child, and peeked at Emelia's royal blue gown in the mirror. "Don't you think that color's a little harsh?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia bit back the retort that hovered on her lips and tried to remember her purpose: to get to the bottom of whatever was afflicting Hannah. "Alright, you do it yourself. But we need to talk nonetheless. Something's bothering you, clearly, and I want to see if there's anything I can do to help you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't need any help." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Okay, then I want to know if there's anything I can do to help us." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah's hands froze on her dark curls, hovering there with a pearl pin poised in her fingers. "What us?" she asked, her voice tight. "Do you mean our unbreakable bond of sisterhood? I'm sorry, Emelia, but it's a little late to be concerned with that." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What do you mean—?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Please, for once, respect my privacy and leave me alone!" Hannah slammed her hand down on the table in an uncharacteristic show of rage. The hairpins she'd laid out so lovingly skittered and bounced across the lacquer top, and Emelia jumped. She felt the bitter taste of worry mixed with anger. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'll leave then." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And I think it's best if you and I go to the party separately tonight. I'm nearly ready, so I'll walk over now. You come whenever you've done something with that hair of yours." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia turned, hurt, and hurried to her room. What could it be? She'd thought that getting the conversation going and thawing the cold front that had blown so inexplicably in, would give her answers and make her feel better. Alas, Hannah's fury was just as bad as her ice, and it had burned Emelia badly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She almost didn't even go to the dinner party, but the thought of Brody and, admittedly, Montgomery, persuaded her to go. She walked alone through the deepening dusk, wishing for the companionship of the sister who had always before made the journey with her to events like these. She'd changed out of the royal gown because, as much as she hated to admit it, Hannah's slighting words had stung. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She wore a dark, forest green gown with a simple emerald pendant and drop emeralds in her ears. Her hair was up and loose, an unusual look since she'd pulled it back so tight in recent days to nurse Montgomery. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He hadn't really needed her for days now. She closed her eyes briefly as she walked, trying to shut out all the thoughts that assailed her: Montgomery, Hannah, Brody…she wondered how something so simple had grown so snarled.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Most of the guests had already arrived when she stepped inside. Hannah was sitting across the room with Lady Michelle; there was no seat beside her, and she turned away when Emelia walked in to spare them the requirement of greeting one another. Brody was at her shoulder in a moment with a warm little embrace and a bubbling cup of spirits.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Come in! When I saw Hannah earlier I thought perhaps you were planning on skipping out on this whole affair, but she said you were coming; only you wanted to arrive a bit later for dramatic effect." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia winced inwardly at yet another jab from her sister, but didn't want to give Brody the satisfaction of knowing that something was afoot. "You know me. Always preoccupied with my appearance." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm not so sure about that." It was Montgomery's voice at her elbow. Emelia turned and saw him standing close at hand, dressed in a simple but elegant dark dinner jacket. His hair, for once, was combed back neatly from his face and the expanse of beard he'd grown during his illness was neatly trimmed and sophisticated. His eyes sparkled, and Emelia felt her heart quiver as it had often in his presence as of late. "When you were caring for me you didn't seem obsessed in the slightest with your appearance." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia smiled genuinely for the first time that day. "Pardon me, sir, but it is hardly a compliment to tell a lady of my standing that she doesn't appear to give any attention to her looks." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody laughed and clapped his brother on the shoulder. "And now that you're well, old chap, you can't hide behind the guise of having a fever that blurs your meaning." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia laughed at the look of alarm on Montgomery's face. "I knew what you meant, Dr. Shaw." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Ah, we're back to that." Montgomery raised his glass. "I'm Dr. Shaw again, am I?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody looped his arm into Emelia's. "I'm sorry, dear brother, but I have to steal our Emmy away for a moment. We'll be back before you can frown sufficiently at her absence." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery didn't, in fact, frown at all. He just watched the two with a look that Emelia couldn't decipher. It was almost longing, but not quite. More like disappointment. At the end of the room, half hidden by a fern sitting elegantly by a secluded sitting alcove, Brody rounded on Emelia.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I feel like something's wrong between us," he said with his usual forthright manner. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Me too," she answered. "Ever since that day you came home and found me with Montgomery things have been…odd." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody shifted and looked at his feet. "I just feel as though we can't be honest with one another anymore." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Then let us try to remedy that." Emelia leaned in and looked at her long-time friend intently. "Tell me what happened when you were with Hannah. Something happened—I'm sure of that; something's the matter that I can't quite put my finger on, but it's messing things up." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody frowned in confusion. "If she's upset in some way, I can't vouch for the particulars of what might be bothering her, but perhaps it wasn't related at all to our conversation. She seemed agreeable enough when we were first talking." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "When will you learn, Brody, that it's not the beginning of a conversation but the end that matters to a girl," Emelia said, shrugging.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody tilted back his head and laughed. "There's the old Em. I've missed you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No," Emelia said stiffly. "The old Em would tell you that you're not getting off that easily. You can't just hand me some sparkling wine and make light jokes in the corner and expect everything to return to how it was. Tell me something real, Brody." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His face sobered. "I will. I really will, Em, if you tell me something real first." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She thought about turning him away as she had before, but she wanted at least the chance to mend things with him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Alright, I'll tell you. I'm in love with someone." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Those two are thick as thieves." Lady Michelle raised a perfectly needless eyeglass up and peered through it. Eyeglasses were all the fashion in Paris now, Hannah had just learned from her illustrious guest, and even if they weren't necessary they were required in the fashion world. "Your sister and Brody. See there?" She sighed with exasperation. "When will those two admit to the world that they're meant to be together?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah looked over in the corner and saw Brody pull Emelia into the shadow of a large fern. His hand was on her elbow, and they were standing very close together and speaking in low whispers. At one point Emelia seemed the height of sobriety, and in the next a smile lit her features and she tossed her head back in a genuine laugh.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah usually loved Emelia's laughs: there was nothing so refreshing and freeing as seeing her older sister truly happy. Tonight, however, each smile, each touch, each moment of closeness with Brody seemed like a twist of the knife. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You never know from outward appearances what's going on in people's lives," she said lamely, mostly to make conversation that might distract her from the two in the corner. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, sweetie, appearances are exactly what tell you what a person really wants," Lady Michelle said, tapping Hannah patronisingly on the arm. "Take your sister, for example. She's been friends with that Brody forever. I wouldn't be surprised if they had some sort of little agreement on the side." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This was a bit too close to home. Hannah closed her eyes for a moment.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Are you alright?" Michelle prodded her with one dainty finger. "You look a little pale." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm quite alright." She opened her eyes again and looked at her sister. She knew she'd been cruel over the past few days, but she'd also been waiting for Emelia to finally come forward and tell her the truth of her affair with Brody and the marriage pact. Every day that Emelia kept it to herself seemed like another level of insult.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Maybe you're right," she said slowly, the fog of fury building. "Maybe it is time they stop hiding in the shadows." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
    "So you're in love." Brody frowned at Emelia. She could see that same boyish glint in his eyes that he used to get when he knew where she was hiding in hide and seek and was pretending not to so he could add interest to the hunt. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Don't pretend you didn't suspect," she said quickly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Maybe I did," he said airily, "but even so I'm glad to hear you admit to it. Your honesty is touching. Please, tell me it's not with me." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia had to laugh then. She shoved him hard in the arm, nearly spilling his fine glass of sherry. "No, you dense one, it's not you. It's someone else." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Tell me who." He righted his dangerously sloshing glass and raised a devilish eyebrow. "I demand to know so that I may discover everything about them and tease you mercilessly. I will not rest until I have the intelligence required." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You will have to rest, for I've proved my friendship by being honest with you about the state of my heart. I cannot reveal the name of the person." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Here was the rub of it all. Emelia bit her lip and felt the old feelings of inadequacy crowding in around her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Because I don't think the feeling is returned, or at least, I'm not sure." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody looked at her for a long moment in silence and then took a drink of his sherry. Swallowing, he set the glass aside and crossed his arms in front of him. "Then it's my turn to be vulnerable with you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia's heart warmed at this response. He was letting it go. He was accepting her back as his friend without requiring that she admit her feelings were for Montgomery—it was a kindness, just the sort of kindness that had made them friends in the first place.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Go on then," she said, smiling. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "My confession is the same as yours, although I think I can be fairly certain the object of our affections is the same." He shrugged boyishly. "I am also in love." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia raised her eyebrow. "Those are strong words. Is this some lady you met in London? Is it an infatuation?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "There will always be some infatuation with me and a person I love," he said with rare self-knowledge. "That's just the way that I operate, sadly, but in answer to your question, no, this is not a passing fling. I truly and deeply care about this woman, and I will not be able to rest until I am with her." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And this person is not—?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, it's not you." Brody paused and nudged her. "Don't be egotistical." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You asked me the same question!" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The two burst into laughter; comfortable, happy laughter. "Can you imagine," Emelia said through her giggles, "that there was once a time where we genuinely considered marrying each other? You and I, forever in a mansion with little children running around underfoot." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You are going to make me ill," Brody said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, it's not that bad," Emelia protested. Then, breaking into a fresh set of giggles, "Maybe it is that bad." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "So we will finally put this whole matter of our 'inevitable' union to rest?" Brody reached out and put a friendly hand on Emelia's elbow. "I confess that as much as I respect you, Emmy, I am relieved beyond measure." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Charades!" Hannah's voice broke into their conversation. She was standing up across the room with Lady Michelle, and her voice came across just a little too loud for the circumstances. Her hands were clenched at her sides and she was looking with that same icy fury at Emelia. "Let's play charades." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a clatter of approval from the guests, who all arranged themselves in a neat arc around the hearth, where the person at the helm of the game would inevitably stand. There were about twenty-five or so people in attendance, and there was a bit of jostling and exchanging of seats before everyone was seated.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Had you planned for charades?" Emelia asked Brody. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No," he shrugged, seemingly nonplussed. "But it's a grand plan. Hannah's good at coming up with a bit of distraction." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia found herself sitting between Brody and Montgomery on a low sofa, and Hannah called up Montgomery to start off the festivities.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "The person to your left will give you the clue," she said curtly, not making eye contact with Emelia. "And then you will act it out for the gathered guests." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery, who seemed to be momentarily free of Hannah's unexplained ire, turned to Lady Michelle. The woman leaned forward and whispered something in his ear. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia felt a twinge of jealousy at how close and tender she was to him, but tried to banish those feelings as Montgomery stood up. His face was marked with a little wrinkle of disapproval, and Emelia guessed that whatever Lady Michelle had mentioned was distressing him in some way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He paused for a moment and then made a motion from his mouth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "A saying!" Lady Michelle cried gleefully. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You can't guess," Hannah scolded her. "You gave the clue." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But Montgomery had already nodded, and the group chimed in together, "It is a saying!" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Then Montgomery wrapped his arms around himself.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Hug!" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Embrace." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He pointed to Emelia, who had spoken this last word, and there was a glimmer in his eye. Now his next few clues were directed as though only to her. He raised a finger, then, when she'd guessed "single," made the motion of a book." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Emelia knew what the "saying" was. It was something Lady Michelle had said often in her presence, but she wasn't altogether sure that it was a well-known cliché. She suspected the foppish lady had invented it for her own usage.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "A single embrace is better than a thousand books," she said dully.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery nodded and, to rippling applause, took his seat again by her side. Lady Michelle got up to perform next, and while she took what seemed like a lifetime to act out the word "jungle," Montgomery leaned over and whispered, "Thank you. I wondered if anyone would be familiar with that particular saying." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You ought to have been more concerned about whether or not there was anyone in the audience willing to say such ridiculous words aloud," she said softly in response. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stifled a laugh. Then, after another moment's quiet, he leaned over and whispered, "Have grace, Lady Emelia. Not all young women find beetles and scientific journals to be helpful for the expansion of their mind." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled, warmed by his praise. After Lady Montgomery, two more people stood up to complete their own clues; then it was Brody's turn. Emelia leaned over and whispered in his ear the word, "panoply." It was a shared joke. Brody had once said that the word was useless because anyone saying "panoply" would say "parade" or "collection" instead. He widened his eyes in annoyance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That's too difficult." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Not my problem." She shrugged. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He walked up in front of the group, and she saw him look helplessly over at Hannah. "You'll have to work hard," he said to her, not Emelia, which was of some interest to Emelia. Hannah smiled weakly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'll try." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody then proceeded to act out a rather stunning rendition of a parade. In moments, people all over the room—including Hannah, were shouting the word "parade," at which point Brody indicated that they were almost right but needed a different word.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Procession!" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Spectacle!" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Ostentation!" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody's distress was comical, and when the clock struck the end of the round without any success he turned to Hannah and said loudly, "It was panoply! It's completely unfair. Only Emelia would have known that." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia saw it then, the blanching white on Hannah's face, and she knew in a dreadful, complete moment exactly why her sister was angry with her. She thought Emelia was somehow involved with Brody. Hannah stood slowly, her expression icy.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "My turn." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "But you haven't anyone beside you to give you a word." Brody's laugh died on his lips. He could sense it too—the change in the atmosphere. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I've already come up with my own." She stepped into the center of the room, and then after a moment, pointed to Emelia. Then, with her other hand, she pointed to Brody. Then she slid her hand to her ring finger.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Michelle cried out: "Marriage!" and Hannah nodded, taking a quick seat again, her face flushed pink. Emelia wished the floor would open up and swallow her whole, but for once Brody seemed willing to stand up for the truth. He stepped forward with a light laugh. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Wait, why would you point to us for such a clue?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "As long as we're asking questions," Hannah said, leaping up with her eyes flashing, "I have a few of my own." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Hannah," their father interjected. "We are in a public place." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But all the thoughts of propriety and society that had bound Hannah for so long seemed to have stripped away. She stepped into the center of the room with her gaze leveled on Emelia and her words came out staccato and sharp.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why didn't you tell me, Emelia, that you were in love with Brody all along?" There was a gasp, but Hannah seemed not to hear it. Emelia watched the scene unfolding as if she was outside of herself; watching herself absorbing her sister's vehemence. "You were treacherous, you know that? Just like the villains in the books we used to read when we were children. You led me on—you let me tell you things that were vulnerable, and then you kept this to yourself? You play the perfect, unconcerned heroine who doesn't realise men are in love with her, and all along you have a secret wedding pact with that man." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Another combined gasp. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Hannah!" Their father was genuinely worried now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah took another step forward. "Don't you think we all see the truth? You two laughing in the corner; understanding each other's jokes, sharing secret histories. It's apparent. I shouldn't even have to say this in public—everyone already knows." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Hannah, you don't understand," Emelia ventured. She wanted to explain everything, the silly "pact" that had really just been a joke between her and Brody; the conversation they'd just had in the shadow of the fern, her own heart for Montgomery, but there were too many people present to exert that kind of honesty. Hannah, it seemed, didn't share the same qualms. She was now making a full-blown scene, her eyes flashing; her words tumbling over each other. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Just because I am younger doesn't mean I'm denser than you, Emelia. I understand more than you know. I understand that a man and a woman can't be friends all this time without falling in love with one another, but I'd be alright with that, really I would, if you hadn't kept it from me." There were tears in her eyes now, and her voice softened. "Emmy, I trusted you. I thought you would always be there for me. I was so, so wrong." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Then she turned and fled, her hand to her face, her sobs soft and fading out of the door as she made her way home through the darkness. Emelia saw shock on Brody's face. He turned and looked at her, and there was guilt there as well.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What did you tell her?" Emelia asked Brody. He just shook his head, and too late Emelia realised that this line of questioning only confirmed to the gathered guests what Hannah had already planted in their minds: that Emelia and Brody had been engaged secretly all this time.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia turned and looked at Montgomery. He had stood at some point during Hannah's outburst and when she turned he met her gaze with those steady eyes of his. There was no more twinkling in their depths. She couldn't read the vast oceans contained there, but she could only imagine what he thought.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I should go," she said softly, the rest of the room blurring around her. Lady Michelle, the guests from town, even her own father faded from view. All that she saw was Montgomery's distant eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No," he said quietly. "I should." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He turned on his heel and was gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery was not a man well-acquainted with feeling like a fool. He would have admitted that to anyone before Hannah Wells' explosion at his brother's house party, but now more than ever he felt the painful self-knowledge and realisation that for him this feeling was altogether new, and therefore even more painful.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What had he thought, after all? That a few weeks with Emelia would somehow cover over all the years she'd spent with Brody? When Montgomery had first started feeling for the little woman with the dirty blond hair and the deep, dark eyes, he had argued to himself that she would never feel for him as she did for his little brother. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But then, as the days passed during his rehabilitation, he'd felt those cool hands again and again on his forehead; played countless games in her company, listened to her lovely voice drawing the sickness from him as if by magic, and he'd dared—foolish man that he was—to dream that she might love him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody knocked on his door as he packed, but Montgomery didn't want to hear his explanations. He could already hear them now.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You know, old chap, I didn't realise you would take it so hard. What's the matter, anyway? Do you have a little crush?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He didn't have a crush. He was in love with Emelia, and he had nowhere to put that love now that he knew there was no hope. Nowhere, that is, except where he'd always buried his worst pains and trials during his life—his work. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yes, medicine would welcome him back with open arms. It would provide a shoulder upon which to cry, but even better than that, it would offer up a vast chasm into which he could pour all his emotion and caring so that there were never any tears—never again.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He slept through the night, and when he woke early in the morning he found that Brody was still abed. His mother, however, was sitting downstairs in the breakfast room.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Montgomery," she said as he walked past the door. "Come in here, please." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stepped into the room, hoping his face was as impassive as he wished it to be. "Yes, mother?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Are you just going to go about your day as though the events of last night were nothing? I was there, you know." She shrugged, and in that moment Montgomery saw a bit of Brody in her. "I may be quieter than that Wells girl, but I have just as many opinions on the issue of Emelia and Brody." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery put a hand to his head. It was too early in the morning to feel a headache starting.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't really want to talk about it." He came in and put a hand down so that his fingertips skimmed along the top of the table. "I am glad that I caught you, after all. I think I'm going to go back to London. I'll pack over the next few days and then leave as soon as possible." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His mother pursed her lips together. "Montgomery, no." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You knew this was never going to be a permanent stay," he sighed, feeling suddenly tired again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "But now? You aren't going back to London, you're running from here." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery didn't answer that. She might be right, but what did it really matter if he was running to or from something? He just wanted to be free of that dark-eyed little woman. "I can't talk about this right now. I'm going on a walk, mother." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He took to this hills outside, walking in long strides until his illness-weakened sides ached with the exercise. He meant to walk along the lane to town, but after a time he found that he'd looped back along one of the worn paths and was making his way to the bit of creek where he'd once studied the dragonflies. He wasn't surprised, after all the time that he'd spent thinking about her, when he saw Emelia perched on the bridge. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her legs were hanging over the side and trailing in the water; her hair was hanging loose and long around her shoulders, and her shoes and stockings were sitting in a pile beside her. He turned to go, but she noticed him and called out, scrambling to her feet and standing barefooted on the bridge. Those Wells girls: barefoot in nature and making scenes at parties—they never were much for decorum.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He walked down towards her, because as flippant as she was with the rules of society, he knew better than to turn his back on a lady during a chance meeting. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Miss Wells." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Dr. Shaw." She tucked her bare feet beneath the hem of her dress and laid her hand on the rough wood of the bridge. "I'm glad I caught you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Me too." He cleared his throat, coming to a stop a few feet from her. "I was going to tell you and your father that I was thankful for the hospitality and friendship you showed me over the past few weeks, but my time is long overdue. I'm leaving for London as soon as possible to return to my patients and my duties there." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He watched her face go from casual worry to genuine concern. "No," she said, then, as though catching herself, "I mean…why?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "As I said. I have responsibilities there." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Is this about last night?" She took a step forward. "I know that what Hannah said was alarming. We have much to work out, my sister and me, but I don't want you to be frightened away by her behavior. She knows she stepped over a line. If you could have heard my father last night—" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't think you really want to relive the events of last night," Montgomery said quickly, "so I see no need to speak about the subject." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That is gracious of you." Emelia waited for a moment, and Montgomery turned as though to go. "Wait." Her voice was soft, but insistent. "Would you like to know what I was just thinking about on the bridge?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery didn't really want her to put words to it, and as he answered her he heard the edge of bitterness in his own voice. "My brother?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No." She blushed furiously. "Your brother and I—there was a pact of sorts—I'm getting off track. I am in love with someone, but it's not Brody." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You certainly leap back quickly from heartbreak." There, he was crossing a line, and he knew it. He could see the look of hurt on her face, and the confusion. He tried to soften his words. "I know that it is hard when something has ended—something that you cared deeply about—but you mustn't mistake your rebounding crush for anything real." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She pressed her lips together tightly, looking at him in that knowing way of hers. "You are making a lot of assumptions, Dr. Shaw." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Actually, your sister's outburst last night made it so that much of the county is now free of that accusation," he responded curtly. "We none of us have to make assumptions now that we are all so equally in possession of the facts." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "But you don't understand the facts in their entirety." Emelia stepped forward. "What if—what if it wasn't about Brody after all? What if there was someone else I had a 'crush' on, as you so crudely put it?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery felt a flutter in his heart and took a step back involuntarily. He had to put distance between him and this witch of a woman. For, though he knew that her words were born out of affection for his brother that had, for some reason, been denied, he was drawn to her nonetheless. He wasn't willing to play second fiddle to Brody Shaw, though. No, he would be no adequate replacement for a girl who was in love with a charming and bright dandy. It was like wanting the sun and getting stuck with the rain.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You don't know what you're saying," he said softly. She was young, so young. She didn't understand yet that some broken hearts never heal. She thought she could start up another romance with him, something that would heal her of her Brody heartache, and then move on when that didn't work out. He knew better. He knew if he let himself love her—really love her—he would never recover. He would never want to recover. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I do understand." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You are just a girl." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm not!" There was a note of anger in her voice now. She used his first name, the weight of that move slicing into his heart. "Montgomery, I'm not a child anymore. I know what I want." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He couldn't. He just couldn't. He put out his arm and held her away from him. "Emelia, you're a beautiful girl, but my line of work and my disposition has a habit of spoiling beautiful things." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    So he didn't love her after all. She had hoped…Emelia stepped away from Montgomery's touch, watching his hand fall to his side. He wasn't taking her suggestions seriously. He wasn't taking her seriously. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course not—she had been so silly; so ridiculously short sighted, to think that a man like Dr. Montgomery Shaw would ever think of her as a viable help meet in life. And now he was leaving. After all of Brody's ridiculous efforts, he was returning wifeless to London.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She could see him now, spinning in those glamorous circles on the arms of beautiful women, saving lives and then reaping the romantic benefits. He said the bit about spoiling beautiful things because he wanted to protect her feelings, that much was evident. But Emelia knew the truth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew that he would find some stunning heiress back in London, some woman who was as strong and mature as she was beautiful, and he would settle with her in the kind of bliss that Emelia desired. He didn't understand—no more than Hannah had. The silly marriage pact felt so harmless at the time, but she could see at last what carelessness she and Brody had wrought.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You don't believe me," she said quietly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I believe you," he answered, stepping away from her as she had from him. There was something cool and distant in his voice now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Right. He believed her; he just didn't return her affection. "When are you leaving?" she asked, the words coming out of her as if another person entirely were speaking them. They sounded cold and hollow in her own ears.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Within the next few days. I have some business to handle in the village; some matters to settle with the doctor there. I missed out on the last parts of the epidemic, but I want to speak with him about some issues of cleanliness I noticed while I was working there. I think that some of the disaster is propagated by the clinic itself—they need to boil more water, purify the bandages, etc." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded. Her throat felt dry. "Perhaps I can help them." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Perhaps." He didn't sound doubtful, exactly, just disinterested. He was distancing himself already.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Maybe you will stop by our house before you go? Perhaps you will bid us goodbye?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked at her with serious, unreadable gaze. When she saw those eyes, she didn't just see the doctor standing in front of her now: she saw the man in the clinic bending over patients and ordering about staff to help as many as possible; she saw the tired man falling asleep by Aggie's bedside; she saw the enthusiastic scientist letting a dragonfly live another day; she saw the sickbed pallor and the way he'd smiled when he'd finally awoken and found her near at hand. All these memories crashed on her like an interminable weight now. She wanted to escape it all, but she couldn't—she just couldn't.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shook his head. "I don't think it will be necessary to visit your family home. You will pass on the news of my going, I hope, and my fondest regards to your father and your sister?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded, hating herself for nodding. Why was she going along with this? Why wasn't she fighting to keep him here by her side? Because he so clearly wanted to be rid of her, that was why.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I will give them your regards. Goodbye, Dr. Shaw." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Goodbye, Miss Wells." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He turned and strode back up the hill, the tremor of illness all but gone from his stride. He was recovered, and he needed her no longer. Emelia stayed behind on the bridge for some time after Montgomery disappeared over the hill. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Like the little stream running beneath her feet, she realised she was no longer of interest to the tall, handsome doctor who'd come home from the city. Whatever interest she might have once seen in his eyes was gone. And she had only herself—her silly, joking, marriage-pact-making self—to blame. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia walked back towards the house with her heart beating dully in her chest. At the edge of the property, she caught sight of Hannah ahead in the garden, sitting in the wooden swing with a book in her hand. Emelia saw her little sister's head raise, look her direction for a long minute, and then Hannah rose from the swing and disappeared into the house. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They hadn't spoken since last night's outburst. Emelia wasn't exactly ready to talk—not when she had been as wounded by Hannah's outburst and assumptions as Hannah had been by her supposed connection to Brody.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She turned from the trail leading back to the big house and walked instead along the valley past the gamekeeper's house and up towards the outdoor cooking shed. The shed was only used in the summer when the heat from the kitchen would negatively affect the rest of the house, and it had been cool as of late so Emelia didn't really expect to see anyone inside. However, as she walked past the door, she caught sight of a bit of movement and heard what sounded like a whimper.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stopped, and knocked on the door. The sound stopped at once, but Emelia wasn't convinced. She pushed the door own and peered into the gloom. There, leaning against one of the preparations in the far part of the room, was one of the newest kitchen maids—it took Emelia a moment to even recall her name—cradling her left hand in her right.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Lily, is it?" Emelia said softly, cocking her head and examining the girl's hand. There was something not quite right about it, but she couldn't tell exactly what it was from this distance. "What's the matter?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Girl was an absolute mess of tears and distress now, and she took a few steps away from Emelia while stammering all over her words. "I'm…I'm sorry, Miss. I just needed a moment. I keep trying to get it out but…I'm so clumsy." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That's when Emelia saw the spots of dark red blood on the girl's apron and dripping between her fingers. She stepped forward quickly and, before the girl could pull away, held her fingers lightly. What she saw was quite unexpected: there was a long, thin, arched fish hook running through a significant portion of the girl's forefinger.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "How did this happen?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm so clumsy, miss." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia softened her voice. "We're all clumsy sometimes," she said as gently as she could. "But why are you out here with this wound? You should come inside so I can tend to it. We may even need to do a bit of stitching or send you over to the doctor." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, miss!" Lily's eyes widened in her already pinched little face. "I have a terrible fear of doctors, ever since I was a little girl. I came out here to the shed to fetch some fish from the cooling room, but when I was in there I reached too quickly into the darkness and snagged myself instead of the fish. I've been trying to pull it out…" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia could see as much. The wound had probably been clean enough when it first occurred, but the girl had tried to jerk the fish hook with all its backwards prongs out the way it had gone in, and now there were jagged pieces of skin and a long gash where only a pinprick had been before. It was bleeding so steadily Emelia could hardly see the wound.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You shouldn’t try to pull it out anymore," she said. "We have to go into the big house and tend to it. I know you don't want to see a doctor, so I'll take care of it myself." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I can't go back." The girl blanched white again. "I'm new here, and I lost my old job because I dropped something on my leg and wounded myself at work. I can't lose this job, too." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, I'm your boss, and Aggie is your immediate superior. I know you don't know us very well yet," Emelia said with a smile, "but we aren't the kind of women to punish a girl for whatever pain she brings upon herself by accident on the job. No more scolding, come now."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked to the table and, seeing the two fish lying there, picked them nonchalantly up as she followed the girl out of the kitchen shed and across the lawn to the downstairs kitchen entrance at the house.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aggie was baking in the kitchen when they walked in, finally looking a little stronger after her bout with illness, and she looked up with alarm at the sight of Emelia and the serving girl. "There you are, Lily," she said, bustling over and taking the fish from Emelia. "I was wondering what took you so—" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Then she caught sight of the nasty wound and her face wrinkled in disgust. "Whoie, there's a gruesome mess if I've ever seen it, lassie." She looked a little green, and Emelia thought quickly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Go to the sink, Aggie, and boil me some fresh water. Sterilize a needle from your kit with a flame, and boil a bit of dark thread. I'll need it when I'm done with all this." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aggie nodded and Emelia walked quickly to the side table, wracking her brain to remember what Montgomery had said was a good antibacterial herb to use in situations like these. Ah, yes. Garlic and honey. She snatched a mortar and pestle from the side table and ground up a bit of the mixture, carrying it over the table where Lily had already taken a seat. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aggie was already boiling the water and had readied the needle and thread. She stood nearby, but at a distance from the wound that had so filled her with nausea. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Are you surely alright, miss?" she asked weakly. "I think that doctor's still in town. We can ask him to come over." Emelia thought of her recent parting with "that doctor," and suddenly had a reason other than Lily's mortal fear to keep Montgomery out of this particular bit of business.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm confident I can do it," she said calmly. "I read about it in a book once." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "If that were a credential," Aggie mumbled under her breath, "than I'm equipped to slay dragons and woo princes." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia pretended she didn't hear this vote of confidence and instead laid out a strip of linen on the corner of the table between her and Lily. She took the girl's hand, feeling the tremble of fear there, and turned it carefully around to examine the hook. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was evident to her that any further attempt to pull the hook out the way it had come in would just result in more mutilation of the affected digit. She couldn't pull it out the other way, because there was a large, round anchor hole upon which the fisherman had likely attached his line.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Then, quite suddenly, a thought came to her. She looked up at Aggie. "Do you have those clippers the gamekeeper uses to cut the wire fencing?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I do." Aggie bustled to the other side of the room and reappeared quickly with the tool. Emelia saw Lily's eyes widen and shook her head.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "These aren't for your finger, love." She carefully brought the clippers down upon the head of the hook, severing it in a single move from the rest of the hook, and thereby freeing her to pull the hook out with the grain of the prongs instead of against the grain. "This will only hurt a bit, and then it will be all over. Be very brave for me, Lily." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The girl, white-faced and horrified, nodded. Emelia took hold of the hook and twisted it as smoothly as possible through the finger and out the other side. The blood was coming fast and fierce now. She took one of the newly boiled clothes and held it to the wound. "There," she said. "The first bit is done. Please hold that as tightly as you can and we will set about the cleaning of the wound." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Up until this point she understood how everything could have been accomplished without any study in the medical field, but now, faced with this next hurdle of cleaning at stitching the wound, she felt Montgomery's loss sorely. "Now we will open it up and try to clean away the blood as best as possible." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The girl had large, fat tears sliding down her pale cheeks, but she nodded and exposed the battered finger yet again. Emelia cleaned it as best she could, trying to finish the task quickly so the girl could be spared further annoyance, and then applied a smear of the garlic and honey before taking hold of the sterilized needle. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Have you ever quilted before?" she asked the girl. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lily nodded. "Yes, ma'am. The coverlets upstairs." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Then you've likely felt the prick of a stray needle. This will be little worse than that. Try not to look at what I'm doing; just imagine that you are working on some new patch of embroidery on a coverlet." Emelia pushed aside the voice in her head that was mocking her and telling her that any attempts at actually sewing up a patient were far beyond her abilities. Montgomery wasn't here, was he? She needed to learn to fend for herself.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The kitchen maid turned aside and fixed her eyes on Aggie, who held her free hand and looked away as well. Emelia had noticed that the cook seemed every bit as squeamish as the girl, although Emelia herself felt oddly cool and calm, as though she were sitting outside the situation and giving herself mental instructions. There now; easy. Take the first flap of skin and bind it to the other. Lily winced. Talk to her while you work. Can't you see how scared she is? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "How long have you been with us, Lily?" Emelia asked, tying off the first knot. It was a little lopsided, but seemed to hold well enough. She prepared for the next stitch. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Only a few day's ma'am." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And where were you before that?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I was originally in Northampton working a house job in the city quarter. It was a dangerous time, I'll tell you—horrid banging of carts and cries of children all night long, and I hardly felt safe to go out and gather the milk from the doorstep every morning." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia tied off another knot. Two more to go. "Well," she said with a note of irony in her voice, "aren't you glad you're out here in the country where it's so very much safer?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The kitchen maid laughed then, a forced and still frightened laugh, but a relief nonetheless. "Well, I confess I never faced this particular issue before. We don't get the fish on the hooks very often—more often than not they come already wrapped in paper to our doorstep." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, perhaps you can ask some of the staff to show you how we catch them in the lake behind the estate." One last knot. Steady hands, lass.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, I don't think so." Lily was looking a little less green in the complexion, and her eyes sparkled. "I think I've had my fill of fishhooks—and fish too for that matter—for some time, at the very least." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "There." Emelia set aside the needle and thread and surveyed her work. "I'm going to clean it once more, apply ointment, and bandage it up. We shall send you into the clinic tomorrow so the doctor can make certain the job was done correctly, but to my eye it looks just as it should." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Thank you, miss." Lily leapt up and gave a bobbing curtsy, sweeping up the other items on the table at once and bustling off to the kitchen to be rid of them. Emelia rose to leave as well, but Aggie's voice bid her stay.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "My lady, that was a fine piece of doctoring you just did." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia turned and looked at the sweet face of the cook. "Thank you for keeping your head about you, Aggie. I know the sight of blood like that gives you a queer illness in your stomach." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Even talk of blood like that will do the same thing," Aggie said, waving her hand in front of her face as though to dispel the awful memory. "But you, my lady, hardly seemed perturbed. You've got a fine way about you—and a clear head. I can't help but think about that kind doctor that stayed with me all through the night when I was so very ill. He would be proud to see how far his student has come." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm not Dr. Shaw's student." Emelia walked to a basin of water by the door and washed her hands, scrubbing under the fingernails to be free of the crusted blood.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Please, don't take offense." Aggie came and laid a hand on Emelia's back in a rare show of tenderness. "I only meant to tell you that you have the stomach for helping people in trouble, and a good knack for healing what's on the inside too. You didn't shirk from what needed to be done, and you kept the girl and I well distracted so we didn't dwell too long on the nasty particulars." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Thank you, Aggie, your kindness means so much to me." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia turned and made her way upstairs, the cook's words ringing in her mind. But that was just it—she didn't think of the details of the healing as "nasty particulars" at all. She'd found it enlightening; interesting, and exciting. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It made her want to go upstairs and open up every book on medicine her father had in his library. And for a moment, just a small moment, she'd forgotten about Montgomery. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
    Another aching day passed in silence and separation until at last Emelia could stand it no longer. She walked downstairs to the breakfast room and, seeing only her father at the table, took a seat and looked towards the empty doorway.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Is Hannah not coming down again?" she asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "How should I know? You two are the ones joined at the hip," he answered. Then, after a moment's pause, he added somewhat more kindly, "What happened between the two of you after all?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You were there at the Shaw party," she said quietly, choosing a small brown egg from the basket and placing it in the soft-boiled stand. "You heard everything she said. What about the whole affair could possibly be confusing to you?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her father was quiet for a moment, and when he spoke his tone had that parental grit that she'd rarely heard since her mother's death. "It's no use taking your confusions out on me, Emelia. I only want to help." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She shrugged wearily. "She's angry at me about Brody. I can't tell you much more than that; and I think if I were to tell you the reason behind her anger it would only uncover her." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Some in the county would say that it is impossible for my daughters to be uncovered more than they already are." He spread butter on a piece of toast. "Emelia, don't fret your heart too much over Brody. I know that the engagement didn't work out as you planned, but perhaps it is for the best. I know it seems silly, but I always saw you with someone a bit more serious than that lad." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Father, I'm not fretting my heart." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Denying it will only make the pain endure," he went on blithely. What was it with this infernal county and their refusal to hear the truth about the romantic situation of those around them? Emelia frowned fiercely and turned her attention to her breakfast, eating the rest of the meal in silence.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When she stood to go, her father looked up again. "Well, have a good day dear." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia curtsied in response, trying not to let the patronising tone get to her. What would it take for the world to know that her heart didn't lie with Brody at all, but with his—no. Now was not the time to dwell on the past. Now was the time to fix the wounds that had afflicted her sister. She climbed the stairs to her sister's room and knocked on the door with the little pattern they'd used as code since they were children.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After a pause, footsteps approached and the door opened, revealing the maid with a pillowcase in one hand and the extinguished candle in another.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "My lady?" the maid curtsied.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Is my sister in there?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, my lady. She left early this morning to ride into town. I don't know when she'll be back." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia was determined now. She wasn't going to wait around all day waiting for Hannah to show back up for a fight. She walked downstairs with a quick, sure step and tied a thick cloak around her neck and a bonnet around her chin before walking to the livery and saddling up a horse for the ride into town. She didn't take the roundabout way by the lookout, instead opting to traverse the more direct route into town. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She passed only the parson and two sisters from the lower side on her way into town, but she could see Hannah's mount tied up in front of the bookstore as soon as she arrived. She tied up her own horse after climbing off, and walked inside. Hannah was just inside the door, sitting on the very same stool where she had been curled up when the Wells sisters and the Shaw brothers had made a visit to the bookstore all those years ago.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had a book in her hand, and only looked up when the tinkling of the bell told her she wasn't alone. Her face rested passively on Emelia's face, and then she looked back at the pages beneath her fingertips. The bookkeeper was nowhere in sight. Emelia came further into the room and closed the door behind her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Hannah." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Let me guess." Hannah snapped the book closed and stood, holding the volume at her side. "You're not here for a book of any sorts—you're following me." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia shrugged, resentful of that same harsh tone in her sister's voice. "Why is it a problem if I'm following you, Hannah? I want recompense and healing between us—is that such a bad thing, after all? You should be ashamed that you aren't seeking some sort of reconciliation." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "How unimaginative of you, sister," Hannah retorted drily. "If you're looking for something I should be ashamed of, perhaps you should skip over the whole matter of reconciliation and focus instead on the recent dinner party where I aired our dirty laundry for the entire county to witness and laugh at." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You didn't air our real dirty secrets," Emelia said through stiff lips. "You fueled an untrue rumor. Now everyone thinks I'm distressed over 'losing Brody' when I never really had him in the first place." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You never had him?" Hannah's voice rose ever so slightly. "What do you call a secret wedding contract, then? I think that's pretty close to 'having' someone, if you ask me." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "See, this is just how rumors spread." Emelia stepped forward imploring me. "There was never any contract, or anything so official as that. It was a childish, immature thing to say, but it was nothing serious enough to warrant this kind of icy behaviour from you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Don't you understand?" Hannah stepped forward, the book slipping from her grasp and tumbling to the floor. "It was never about the actual pact, Emelia. Because if you loved Brody, you should have just told me about it when I bared my soul to you. I would have stepped back, you know I would have. I wouldn't have pursued him at all—heaven knows when I first noticed my crush I pushed it aside because I believed, along with the rest of the county, that you were singled out in his affections. Then I told you of my crush and you said nothing about this marriage pact. Aside from the usual remonstrations I would expect from anyone encouraging a young lady in a moment of romance, you hardly even discouraged me. You let me sit before you talking about my foolish infatuation." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah put her hand up, pointing at Emelia. The finger was shaking with her fury. "You made me feel so foolish, but more than that you ruined my trust." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You don't understand," Emelia said stiffly. "Not any of it. Hannah, that little pact that you're making so much of was the sort of light-hearted, foolish thing that Brody and I have joked about since we were children. It meant nothing, not to me and not to him." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That's just it." Hannah sighed, all the anger rushing out of her body. Suddenly she looked very small and tired and shy, more like the old Hannah than the sharp-tongued wild woman who'd inhabited her body the last few days. "It's not a joke to me. It never was." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She turned to go, but Emelia stopped her, putting a hand on her arm. "Hannah, no. Hear me out. I should have told you the truth. I'm sorry I didn't. It actually crossed my mind when you were telling me all about your crush on Brody, but I thought it would confuse the situation even more and give you the wrong idea, so I foolishly kept it to myself. I'm very sorry about that." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah stared back at her with a stoic expression on her face. Emelia swallowed hard. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "But you're being unkind and unfair. This is not like you. Making a scene at a public gathering; holding me at arm's length over the slightest of transgressions—giving over to the bitterness in your own heart. You're better than this." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah's face softened ever so slightly, but then she turned and disappeared out the front of the bookstore, the conversation once again sealed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Emelia, darling."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her father's voice stopped her as she slipped into the house later that evening. She'd ridden all day over the countryside, trying to sort out the confusion that seemed to overwhelm her from all sides, but she'd found no answers. She had tried not to look at the home of the Shaws as she made her way home; there were too many memories there.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now, slipping upstairs, she'd miscalculated and chosen to walk by the study door, where her father had apparently been waiting. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Come in, my daughter." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She slipped inside, her slippers whisper soft against the carpeting. "I can't stay long, Father," she said quickly, "I'm weary and wish to go to bed." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, that's what your sister said too." He was puffing on a pipe, a little habit that Emelia's mother had always detested. When she was alive, he had never done it but had complained about it interminably. After she died, he seemed to have lost the taste for it entirely. Now, the old familiar sight of him puffing away in abstract contemplation warmed Emelia. "I know that it's none of my business to referee between sisterly quarrels," he went on, motioning her further into the room, "but I wish to remind you of a little story from when you were both children." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia tried to keep her voice light. "I'm sorry, Father, but I don't know that I have the energy for a parable this evening. I want to mend things with Hannah. I really do. But she is unwilling to see past the supposed wrong that believes I levied against her. How am I to move forward if she will not also?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That is just the story," he said. "When you were both very young—you could scarcely have been five years of age—she stole your doll and buried it outside in the garden. You wanted it back, desperately, and you vacillated between imploring for its return and threatening that she tell you where it was hidden or else." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, I remember." Emelia had tucked the memory somewhere far away, but there it returned, the twinge of annoyance accompanying it. "It was inexplicable." Then, after a musing pause. "I don't think she actually ever gave me the location of the doll." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No," he said thoughtfully. "You never found it. Don't you think it is interesting that she didn't take the doll for herself, but she wanted to take it away from you? Later she confessed to me that she just wanted to have you all to yourself, and you'd been insisting on quiet play time with the doll instead of her. I of course scolded her thieving behaviour, but I also told her that even if you never found the doll you wouldn't harbor bitterness forever. You're sisters, and you love each other. Nothing can come between you." He sighed. "Hannah's had to share you with Brody and Brody with you for a long time. Whatever the truth of your feelings for the boy, she's had to imagine the worst." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia looked at her father in silence. "You think she was justified in stealing my doll?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I think it doesn't matter where the doll's hidden. One day you'll wake up and realise you didn't need it at all, but your sister, on the other hand, is indispensable." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody frowned when he passed Montgomery's room and saw his older brother already laying out clothes on his bed for the valet to pack.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You are really going," he said stiffly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Within the next few days," Montgomery said. "Perhaps tomorrow." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody sighed. "There's a need for you here at the local clinic, you know. And there are friends—a real community. Why won't you—" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "There's nothing for me here," Montgomery answered stiffly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm going over to the Wells' now," Brody said. "I'm going to spend some time with the sisters this afternoon. Perhaps you would take care to join me?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, I don't think there's any need." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody sighed inwardly. Montgomery had been like this since Hannah's outburst at the dinner party. Brody couldn't help wondering if Montgomery's gloom had something to do with the assumptions all the county had made about Emelia and Brody. He wanted to explain the truth, but every time he did Montgomery made some excuse and slipped away. Brody was tired of trying.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At the Shaws, he walked in as he always did, in a cloud of charm and light-hearted attitude. Brody could tell he was forcing it, but he hoped that Emelia and Hannah would not see through him. It was the first time he'd seen either of the girls since Hannah's outburst. He waited in the parlour for them to come down, hoping against hope that things would be as they'd always been. They were very much not. Emelia came to the room, but when she stepped inside she looked strained and stiff. She was dressed in a plain blue gown and had her hair simple and straight again.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Brody. I wondered when we'd see you again." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked behind her. "Hannah?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She shook her head. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Are things still bad between you?" he asked, coming forward and setting his hat upon the table. "I'm dearly sorry to hear it. I never wanted to come between you both, even if it was over that silly marriage pact." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That's the thing," she said quietly. "It wasn't so silly to Hannah. I should have told her. I should have never encouraged you—especially now that I know you're in love with another. Let us hope she is more forgiving than my sister." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody hoped his face was impassive at that last comment. He shifted a moment and then took a seat when Emelia pointed one out to him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "How is your brother?" she asked, ringing for tea. Brody wondered if it was his imagination, or if he detected a note of sadness in her voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "He's leaving for London, I don't know if you heard." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, he mentioned it at our last meeting." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This was news to Brody. He hadn't been aware that the two were in contact at all following the scandalous party, much less the kind of contact where Montgomery might be convinced to reveal such personal information to Emelia. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, then. You might be able to tell me why it is that he chose to focus on the dull passing pleasures of packing rather than come here and see you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There it was: undeniably. Emelia's face blanched ever so slightly with a look of pain. Ah. So Brody hadn't imagined it all after all. He leaned forward ever so slightly, holding his longest friend and confidant's gaze.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Come now, Emelia, you never were a very good liar." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't know what you mean," she said through cold lips. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You love him. My brother, I mean." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You've accused me of this before. Don't you remember how that ended?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, I do remember how that ended, and it wasn't with a denial." Brody shrugged. "We said we would be honest with each other from here on out, and I have seen a bountiful array of signs that point to a surprising, although not altogether unlikely, union between you and my brother." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked askance, but he could see the same acknowledgement in her eyes that he had seen there the last time they discussed Montgomery. "I wouldn't say 'union’," she said at last.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Then what would you say?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I would say that you're right; that I love him. I have loved him for some time, I think, although I only recently admitted it to myself." She moved to a chair by the window and sat down, curling her knees up to her chin as though she were a little girl again dreaming out the casement. "Are you happy? Now that you've dragged it out of me at last?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody looked at Emelia for a long moment in silence. He wasn't happy, exactly, but he was satisfied to hear the truth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I am glad to hear you're being honest with yourself." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You must think me so foolish." She dropped her head against her knees and put her hands up like blinders on either side of her face. It had been a long time since Brody had seen her like this, blocking out the world's troubles physically with her body. His heart went out to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why would I think you were foolish?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Because you know your brother better than anyone does, and surely you can see what I can—that he doesn't return my feelings. I thought he did…once…but I was wrong." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody wasn't so certain of Montgomery's ambivalence, but he also knew better than to get Emelia's hopes up without confirmation from his stalwart older brother. Instead, he hedged her question with a less direct answer.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You're not foolish for loving someone, even if you are sure they can't return your affections." He thought of Hannah. Beautiful, pale little Hannah with her flashing eyes at his party—her fists clenched at her sides and her words slicing through the air like knives. "Sometimes hearts just don't line up like you want them too." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia looked up at him soberly. "I've never felt like this before, Brody. I don't know what to do with these emotions when he leaves." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody sighed and came to join her on the window seat, putting his own back against the window sash and pulling one leg up while let the other fall to the ground.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I know it's selfish to always bring the conversation back to me, but I can say that I know in part how you feel. At least your lost love is going away and taking his daily presence from your life. Mine will stay here, close at hand, and as each day passes not in her company I will feel the strain of her lost love." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia frowned. "The woman you like—she's not from London? I thought on your last visit…" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, she's from right here in the valley." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody looked outside at the garden. The sunshine had come out over the fields and was dappling the hillsides around the shade of a few sparse clouds. It was beautiful; so serene and familiar, and yet he felt he was a stranger in the sphere. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everything that had made him feel at home as of late—Hannah and her laughter and the hope of something more—was fading away. All the drama and confusion between the Wells sisters and the Shaw brothers had twisted the foursome off their mark, somehow. He wasn't sure how to get back on it again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia tipped her head up from her knees and over against the window. She looked tired, but a light of mischief sparkled in her dark eyes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You pulled it out of me," she said, "the truth about Montgomery. I think the least you can do is give me the name of this elusive girl in the valley." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody looked back at her and knew the truth. "I think you already know." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I've suspected for some time, yes, but I'd like to hear you say it." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody smiled. "Alright then, Emelia. I love your sister. I have been fascinated with her since the night of my ball, and now all our interactions in retrospect feel even sweeter. She's so tender and kind and compassionate—" Brody paused, seeing Emelia's eyebrows raised, "—except, of course, when she's ripping you and I a new one in a public place. Although I think we have our own behaviour to blame for her outburst. I had hoped, when she seemed so perturbed, that she had feelings for me too. I sent her a few letters asking to meet, but she hasn't responded to any of them. I guess I was mistaken." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You do not well understand the paths of the human heart," Emelia said softly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "She means that you assume disinterest from actions that in fact show the most painfully acute interest," came a soft voice from the doorway. Brody turned and saw Hannah standing there, one hand on the handle of the door; dressed in a cream gown with a bright blue shawl hanging around her shoulders and nearly touching the ground. Her eyes were fixed on him. "My sister knows me better than anyone else." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody could feel Emelia's interest in the scene that was unfolding, but he couldn't bring himself to pull his eyes away from Hannah.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What did you overhear?" he asked softly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Here's the thing, Brody," she said, walking into the room on slipper-ed feet. "I've always had a bad habit of listening at doors, ever since we were children. I especially engaged in this particular skill when you were visiting Emelia. I thought it was just childish folly worthy of a brief scolding and nothing more, but as I grew older I began to admit to myself just why it was that I found myself so interested in your conversations." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody stood at last, a little late for propriety's sake, but not too late for Hannah, who had crossed the room and was now standing only an arm's length away. She kept talking, her voice low, her eyes fastened on his.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You say that you love me, and that you've known since the night of the ball. I say that I've loved you since before I knew what love was, and if there's any chance in the world that we might spend eternity sharing that love, I want to be bold for once in my life and tell you I'm ready to take that chance." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody stepped forward, feeling the soft silk of her sleeves under his touch; looking down into her bright eyes. "You will do it, then?" he asked, surprised to hear his own voice breaking with emotion. He had known that he wanted her, but here and now, feeling her so near and seeing the hope in her eyes, he knew it with a certainty. "You will marry me?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded, and a sheen of tears came into her eyes. "I never imagined I could feel this happy; I certainly never imagined I would be the Wells sister that ended up with Brody Shaw." Then, as though suddenly coming to herself, she dashed the tears away and looked in earnest towards Emelia, who was still sitting perched in the window seat. "Emelia." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia was on guard, Brody could see as much, but she released her knees and stood quietly in front of her little sister. Hannah went to her then, throwing her arms around Emelia in a paroxysm of embrace and tears, like they were little girls again. "I'm so sorry, Em," she sobbed into her sister's neck. "I was so angry at you, and I didn't understand. I thought to the bitter end that you and Brody had secret feelings for one another, and I couldn't get over my own wounded pride to make up with you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia stood frozen for a moment, and then slowly; gently, her arms reached out and folded her sister in close. "I forgive you, of course I forgive you—if you can only forgive Brody and I for our foolish little pact and our lack of maturity to tell you and Montgomery about it sooner." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah nodded, drawing back and kissing her sister's cheeks lightly. "Can you believe it's all worked out in the end? When I first talked to you about Brody, I thought there was no chance at all." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody reached out and took Hannah back under his arm, loving the way she leaned against him with confidence and that shining look in her eyes. Then he looked up at met Emelia's gase. She was smiling, and he could see that the weight of a broken sister relationship had fallen at last form her shoulders, but deep in her eyes was that same sadness he'd seen earlier. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For her, he realised, it had not all worked out in the end. She was looking at her little sister's bliss, when she herself had not received the answer she wanted from the Shaw brother that she loved. Brody vowed to himself that he would try to fix things before Montgomery fled to London, but for the moment he wanted to enjoy the adoring eyes of the little woman at his side. He looked down at her and nudged her teasingly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You know, lass, I've been thinking it's about time to meet with your father on the subject of our courtship and marriage." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah's eyes widened in surprise and delight. "Already? Are you certain?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I've been certain for some time; just a coward unable to share how he truly felt. Thank you for being patient with me, little woman. Thank you for waiting for me to catch up to your faithful love all these years." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She curled closer into the crook of his arm and Brody felt that all was well in the world at last. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 35 
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery woke early the next morning and sent his packed luggage down to the waiting carriage. He had agreed to meet his mother and Brody in the breakfast room for the first meal of the day, but aside from that he intended to leave at once for London. The longer he stayed with a separation between him and Emelia Wells, the more painful the county seemed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When he came into the breakfast room, he was surprised to see that Brody was already there, looking even more bright and earnest than usual. He stood as soon as Montgomery entered in a show of formality, and waved his brother to a seat by their mother.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You're in a fine mood today, Brody," Mrs. Shaw said, a little pertly. "You do remember that today is the day that your brother takes his fine person away from the county, don't you? We shall miss him dreadfully." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, that is all disappointing in the extreme," Brody said quickly, almost dismissively, "and I must speak to you about that at a later date. But first, I have some important information to give you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery raised his eyebrows at his brother, hardly imagining what the information was, and took a warm sticky role off the platter at the centre of the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Go on, then," their mother prodded.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, mother—brother—I am engaged to be married." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery felt a gut punch to the stomach. He kept his eyes on his plate, trying desperately to regain his composure and keep from insulting his brother with his reaction. There was only one real possibility for his brother choosing something so lasting: he and Emelia had patched things up. He heard his mother gasp, and was thankful that she started off the questions and spared him the need to dive into the particulars until he'd had a chance to gather his composure. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Brody! And with no hint to us of the lady." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "There may have been some hints, if you were looking closely," Brody said with a cockiness that shot through Montgomery's heart. He had to get out of this blasted county; had to disappear to London where he would only be forced to see Emelia at family functions, and those, hopefully, few and far between. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Hints are not," Mrs. Shaw said firmly, "you shouldn't tease us any longer. I demand you tell us at once who it is you've agreed to marry, and when we might pay her a visit and our fondest congratulations." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It's Hannah Shaw, mother." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Another jolt of electricity and realisation shot through Montgomery, followed closely by a feeling of immense relief, and then immediately after, compassion. He looked up at last from his meal and made serious eye contact with Brody.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "The sister of the girl you were engaged to only a few days ago? Don't you think that will be a serious wound to Emelia—I mean, Miss Wells?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody's expression froze for a moment, and something indiscernible flitted just beneath the surface. Then he was all smiles again. "I think Emelia will be quite alright. She bounces back quickly from such things, and I don't know that it will be such a great heartache as you presume, brother. You should really come over with me to the Wells' for tea this afternoon. I spoke with her father last night but today he wishes to have a small, private celebration with you and I and mother. Can you both come?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course," Mrs. Shaw effused, seeming to recover much more quickly than Montgomery from this shocking turn of events. "And what a fine girl you've chosen, Brody. She's so sweet and quiet and kind. I think she will be a fine match to your vigour, and I'm sure she's equally proud to be attached to you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "She is loveliness indeed." Brody's eyes shone, and despite Montgomery's cynicism he was forced to admit that, for better or for worse, his brother really was in love. He had hidden it well beneath his charm and debonair attitude, but now Montgomery was beginning to look back on the past months and wonder whether all their time with the Wells sisters had been about Emelia, as he'd originally thought. Still, even if Brody's attentions had been fixed on Hannah, Emelia would have no way of knowing that. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "When you had this conversation with her father," he said, trying to keep his tone calm, "did you happen to speak to her sister as well?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Montgomery, for the last time—Emelia is quite satisfied with the arrangement. I assure you." Then, after a pause. "And I repeat my invitation. If you doubt it, come see for yourself this afternoon." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mrs. Shaw agreed to walk with Montgomery and Brody across the path between the estates instead of going round by the main road, and as they traversed the familiar way Montgomery wondered if he was making a mistake. He could have just climbed into his carriage and ridden away towards London without any of this painful reckoning with Emelia, but instead he'd been moved by Brody's joy and his mother's insistence and, if he was absolutely honest with himself, a desire to see whether Brody's diagnosis of Emelia's apparent happiness was correct.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were greeted at the door by Mr. Wells, who was all atwitter with excitement and delight. Apparently, although he had never seemed to fancy Brody for Emelia, he was over the moon about this new arrangement.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "We're all in the parlour," he said. "And we're absolutely delighted to see you. Delighted. Come on in and sit by your soon-to-be bride, lad." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery shot a glance over at his brother. In the past such open discussion about settling down to a life of marriage and commitment would have made Brody Shaw quake with fear and restlessness, but in this moment he seemed to be the picture of peace. He smiled and shook Mr. Wells' hand soundly before slipping into the room ahead of the others. He was already by Hannah's side when the rest of the group walked in, sitting in the chair nearest hers; watching her with open-faced admiration.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was as though some fog had been lifted over the two lovers, and Montgomery wondered why it had been such a surprise to him that Brody had chosen Hannah after all. They seemed so natural together; so in love. It was only when he turned his gaze to the other side of the room and saw Emelia sitting and watching the pair that his heart sank again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was dressed in white, something he rarely saw her in, and it seemed a stark contrast to her expression. Her face was drawn and serious. She'd glanced up when he first entered the room, but just as quickly her eyes had slipped back to the figures of Hannah and Brody on the couch. Her hair was only loosely pinned up at the base of her neck, and she had no other adornment but a ribbon fastened around her neck.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery forced himself to look away from her sadness and the intoxicating curve of her sweet neck. He wanted desperately to go to her and comfort her; to tell her that she ought not to dwell on the sadness Brody's flirtation and false commitment had produced, but he knew that he could not. The room; propriety, and his own heart held him back. For the moment, at least, he would hold his tongue.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "My dear, how happy I was to receive your news!" Mrs. Shaw pushed past Montgomery and in a moment was upon Hannah's slight form, embracing her and exclaiming over her. "I always thought the houses of Shaw and Wells were meant to be joined, but I never imagined it would be in such a happy, unexpected way." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah blushed and let her eyes fall into her lap. "I'm surprised you are so kind and open to me, Mrs. Shaw. When I was last in your house I made a spectacle of things, and I wish I had some way of showing you that was not in my nature and I am mortified by the embarrassment I surely put you through." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "My dear, you forget that I was with you your entire life. I watched you play in my garden as a child and I comforted you during your mother's death. I know your nature is kind and good, and now that I have seen the reason for your outburst—" she cast a significant look at Brody, "—all is forgiven. Come, tell me all your plans for the nuptials." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mr. Wells gathered by the couple and Mrs. Shaw as they spoke of wedding dates and housing arrangements. Montgomery hovered for a brief moment on the outskirts of the fray, but then he couldn't hold back from the quiet figure in the corner any longer. He walked over to Emelia's side and sat down beside her on the couch, looking out away from her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You came to visit me?" she said softly, a forced lightness in her tone. She was trying to make him feel at ease, and the pitiful kindness of the gesture struck at Montgomery's heartstrings. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I have not much to contribute to their discussion, and I know that you and I have never been short for conversation topics." Careful, Montgomery. Don't make this about yourself. "This is quite a bit of excitement in your house as of late. How are you handling all the changes?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You want to know what I think of their marriage?" she asked again, softly. Montgomery turned to look at her and saw that her gaze was still fixed on the lovers. Her eyes were filled with a soft sheen of tears, glimmering but unshed. She looked so still, her skin creamy and cold, her face immovable, that for a moment Montgomery had the feeling he was looking at a statue of a girl—not the girl herself.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry," he said impetuously. "I know this must be hard for you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was quiet for a moment, and when she did at last speak her voice sounded soft and far away.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm not sure I know what you mean." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Emelia," he said, using the word that was sweetest to him, "It won't always be like this. I know that you're heartbroken right now, but I assure you that you will learn to love again." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His words had a strange, mobilising effect on Emelia's face. She turned to look at him, a thaw of disbelief in her eyes sharpening into something much more hurt. She locked onto his gaze. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What? You say I will 'learn to love again?'" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes. Everyone does." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, I'm not so easily driven off the course my heart has set," she said bitterly. The tears escaped now, running silently down her cheeks. She was still sitting with the rigid propriety that she'd maintained for the whole of the visit thus far, such that a casual observer might not have even noticed that she was crying. But he saw it. There, tracing small lines down her pale cheeks—the evidence of a broken heart.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She shook her head, but the tears were coming faster now. She stood, looking as though she were going to make some excuse or other, and then seemed to decide better and half walked, half fled, out of the room.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery looked up and saw Hannah's eyes on him. He stood to follow Emelia, but she stood as well, excusing her from the conversation in which she was snared, and running to his side. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Something’s wrong," he said quickly. "I said something to upset your sister; I think that perhaps I ought to go after her and speak with her." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah shook her head and laid a hand on Montgomery's arm. "I think I know what is bothering her," she said quietly. "If it is as I suspect, than it would be best if I—not you—made overtures. Please. Stay here with our parents and distract them with wedding conversation and the bliss that consumes them. Don't leave." She took a few steps again and then turned around. "You won't leave, will you?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery shook his head. "I will stay until she gives me leave to go." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah paused for a moment, and then tilted her head to one side. "You've become very close to Emelia in the past few weeks and months, haven't you? You never used to be so friendly as you are now." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm not sure we're as friendly as we were earlier this month," he said with the bitter taste of regret in his mouth. "But I will admit to you that I have a soft spot for your sister." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Hannah walked out of the room, Montgomery's conscience mocked him softly. A soft spot? Is that a new name you've discovered to describe overwhelming love and affection? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 36 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia tried to hold close her eyes against the tears that kept burning forth against her eyelids, but still they came, seeping out and down her cheeks as she shook with weeping. She'd escaped from the house into the garden beyond and was sitting with her back against the willow tree facing away from the main building. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No one would be able to find her here. She could take a few moments and come to her senses; be an adult who could handle the happiness of her sister without feeling that stab of pain at the nearness of Montgomery.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You will learn to love again," he'd said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the closest he'd come to telling her the truth: that he didn't care for her the way she cared for him, and it was time for her to move on. Suddenly, Emelia heard the soft tread of shoes nearby and turned to see Hannah slipping up beside her, back against the willow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, please," she said, holding up a hand. "Go back inside. It's your engagement celebration. I just needed a few moments of fresh air." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah slipped down beside her and laid her head against Emelia's shoulder. "First, if you think this little gathering will pass for an engagement celebration where Brody is concerned, then you have another thing coming. Second, I know you well enough to spot hidden tears miles away, sister—don't you think I'd notice them in the same room?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia put a hand to her mouth, trying to stifle the sobs that kept threatening to break forth. "I can't…" she choked. "I can't be there in the same room with him, not knowing that he doesn't feel the same way about me that I do about him." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah gave a wry, humorless laugh. "A few days ago if you'd said something like that I would have added it to my long list of paranoid assumptions about you and Brody, but now that I know you don't feel that way about Brody, I must assume the truth about you and Montgomery at last. You care for him." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I—I love him." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Are you certain he doesn't feel the same way about you?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I am." She buried her head in her hands. "I feel so foolish. I acted inappropriately, opening up to him about the things I cared about, sharing my secret fascinations with science and medicine; nursing him—" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You may have saved his life with that nursing." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't mean in the three days when he was facing death," Emelia said softly. "I would do that again in a heartbeat. No, I mean the days after during his recovery when I insisted on going over every day and tending to him, singing to him, playing music with him." She threw her hands down against the soft earth at her sides in frustration. "That stupid mancala game." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She felt Hannah's arms creep around her. "Don't be so cruel to yourself, Emelia. You loved him. You did all those things not only for your own self, but because you wanted to bring him joy and rest and peace after a trying time." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It doesn’t matter now," she said softly, her heart thudding dully in her chest. "He's leaving." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah's arms dropped away again and she stood. Emelia looked up at her with tear-filled eyes. Hannah bit her lip. "Wait here, Emelia." And in a moment, she was gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery looked up when Hannah came back into the room, noting at once that Emelia was not with her. The younger Wells girl walked swiftly to his side, still allowing the others to talk blithely away by the fireside, and pulled him into the corner.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I think my sister needs you," she said softly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery felt a twinge of confusion and pain. "What do you mean?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "She's ill, Dr. Shaw." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The confusion was immediately replaced with a dull sort of fear. Montgomery had been worried about something like this ever since Emelia had given her time and energy to nurse for both him and Aggie. "What ails her?" he asked, already walking out of the room with Hannah close on his heels. "What her symptoms?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Follow me." Hannah led the way out into the garden and pointed to where Montgomery could see Emelia's toes and the hem of her skirt poking out from where she was sitting behind a tree. "She is there." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Did she have a fever?" Montgomery moved forward with a twinge of apprehension. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "She is afflicted with sadness, Dr. Shaw," Hannah said softly, "a sickness I think you know well. It is the very same thing that afflicts you, and anyone else with a broken heart and love unfulfilled." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He froze. "Are you playing a game with me?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm not. I think it's time that all the games are over. Go to her and tell her how you really feel Montgomery." Hannah tossed her head to the side. "And don't look at me as though I were only a child who knows nothing of these matters. I know my sister, and I know that she needs to speak with you and you alone in this moment." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At first Emelia thought Hannah had returned, but when she looked up from her perch beneath the tree she saw that it was Montgomery, not Hannah, who stood over her. She jumped to her feet, blushing furiously, keenly aware of the tears gathered on her cheeks and what she guessed where eyes red with crying.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Dr. Shaw." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I didn't mean to startle you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were alone in the garden. If Hannah had once been there, she was no longer. Emelia took a step back, feeling the sharp bark of the tree behind her back. "I'm sorry that you have had to find me so indisposed." She was angry, too. Angry that, after all that he had taken from her, he had also managed to take these last shreds of dignity from about her shoulders.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It is I who should apologise." He was looking at her strangely, something deep and flickering in his dark eyes. "Emelia, you look differently than you used to." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had raised her hand to shield her tearful eyes, but this unexpected comment made her drop them again in disbelief. After everything that had passed between them, he was starting a conversation about her appearance? She couldn't even think of anything to say. She just stood there, staring at him in silence.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I mean," he faltered, stumbling over his words, "that you used to be all clothed in silks and caring about dances and giggling at the idea of a prince coming one day to sweep you off your feet." He looked searchingly at her. "At least, that's what I used to think of you. I realise now that I didn't see you at all." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She felt the rise of insult in her immediately extinguished by the caring, knowing look in Montgomery's eyes. He took a step forward.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It's like, now I can see you in my world. Before you would have been bruised and battered by everything that is the calling of a doctor, but I think now that you could sustain the lifestyle—perhaps even better than I myself could." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What was he saying? Emelia felt her world spinning around. She put a steadying hand against the tree trunk. Montgomery was very near her indeed now. He reached out and tipped her chin upwards with his hand.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why are you so sad, Emelia?" he asked quietly; tenderly. Tenderly. She hardly dared to believe the hope that was building within her at the realisation of that tone in his voice.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You're sad too," she answered him. "Why don't we speak about that?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I asked first." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia took a deep, shaky breath. She was going to do it—she was going to tell him everything here and now.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm sad because the one I love doesn't seem to feel the same way as I do." She saw Montgomery drop his gaze, but she held hers until he raised his eyes to hers again. "Montgomery, why do you have to leave?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shifted in front of her, not answering.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Because," she said, rushing on, her words tumbling over each other as if to see who could get to the truth first, "I don't know that you should. I know the country has bad memories for you; I'm truly sorry about your father's death and the darkness that clings to the halls of your home because of it, but I don't think you have to repent any longer for something you couldn't have possibly prevented. Your mother clearly doesn't blame you; nor does Brody. You could stay here and build a life—" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I've been thinking about that." His eyes were on hers again, holding tight to her gaze; pulling her in. "I was all packed to leave this morning; in fact, the carriage waits back at our house as I speak." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia felt her heart fall, but Montgomery wasn't done. He pressed on. "You're right, about my father, I mean. I've been thinking that for some time—ever since that day it rained and we took cover in the folly. You have me such solid and wholesome things to think about. I will always be eternally grateful for your wisdom." He cleared his throat; shifted from one foot to the other. "I'm beginning to have second thoughts about leaving for London." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia wanted to reach out and pinch herself. After all the confusion of the past few months, the hope was growing firmly within her again, and try as she might to protect herself, she couldn't shake it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You might stay?" she asked, hearing the disbelief in her own voice. "Why?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He laughed quite suddenly, his eyes sparkling. "I truly believe you missed your calling, my dear. You ought to be a scientist, always asking why instead of reacting blindly to new news."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She just stared at him. "Why, Montgomery?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Because I have fallen in love," he whispered, sobering at once and putting his hand on her chin again. "And I've always been a hopeless lad when it comes to matters of the heart. I wish I had more experience, so I could tell the lady how I feel about her, but I don’t have the social skills or the panache that my brother seems to have with all people." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia loved the feeling of his hand lingering there against her face. Hope swelling within her, she laid her palm over his. "I think in matters like this courage is more worthwhile than the best linguistic prowess. You shouldn't worry about the terms a moment longer. Tell the lady how you feel." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I feel," he said gently, "like a man who thought his life was over, and has finally been thrown a raft upon which to float to shore. I feel like the world is at my feet and my life has begun anew. I feel—" he paused and leaned forward, his lips very close to hers, "—like I love you, Emelia Wells." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stayed there, face upturned, only a few inches from his lips, and smiled slowly. "Then why, Montgomery Shaw, did you not say something earlier? You could have saved me many days of mourning; many weeks of confusion, and a very heartbroken barefoot moment on the bridge over the river." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I thought you loved Brody." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "How very unoriginal of you," she said, laughing; tilting her face up further. She felt as though all the air in the world was beneath her wings and she was soaring, soaring, soaring from Hannah's special look out spot up above the fields and estates between their two houses. "All the county thinks I love Brody, and it's a silly misconception indeed since I have been for two entire months wholly devoted to his older brother." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery leaned down then and kissed Emelia, his lips warm and soft atop hers. When he pulled away his eyebrows were already raised and she could see a question on his lips. Before he spoke, she anticipated him and raised a finger to block his speech.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And don't you dare mention a silly, childish marriage contract, my own one, for now that we are destined to be together I won't have the immaturities of the past haunting our path." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shut his lips quickly, a sparkle of mirth in his dark eyes. "You read my mind." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "For the first and only time, perhaps," Emelia said. "Now, to avoid any further confusions or romantic mix-ups, perhaps it would be advisable for you to state once and for all what your intentions are for us going forward." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That's easy enough," he said, brushing a lock of hair out of her eyes. "My intention is to love you forever and always, Emelia Wells." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    "You look more beautiful than the bride." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That's not proper to say at a wedding," Emelia said, responding to Montgomery. "And besides, you're dreadfully biased." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were leaning up against a pillar along the edge of the village square, observing the festivities with delight. Just as Hannah had predicted, Brody was not one to get married on the cheap. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The square had been transformed with white banners and streamers looping from business to business, a dance floor laid out atop the grassy green, and multiple white tents strung with lanterns and streamers under which enormous tables had been set up, laden with food.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Emelia had offered to help with the arrangements, Brody had winced and, as politely as he could manage, turned her down.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "He thought I'd mess this up if I helped," Emelia confided in Montgomery now. "You know the reputation I have in the county." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You probably would have," he joked in response, then, sobering somewhat, he nodded at the servant girl, Lily, was moving about between the guests, laughing and serving as though she'd never been injured. "But what does it matter? You were never meant to live a life centered around finery and parties, Emelia. You have a gift. Why did you never tell me about your bit of doctoring on Lily's hand? The doctor at the clinic showed it to me a few weeks back. The stiches came out without any harm done, and though perhaps you could have done better with a bit of training, I must say there will be barely a scar and there certainly wasn't even a sign of infection." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia blushed, warming in the glow of his praise. "You're being very kind." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm not being kind." He turned so that his back was to one column and he was facing her. In the distance, Emelia could see Hannah dancing in Brody's arms, blissful and happy in a fine white wedding dress trimmed with ribbons and pearls. Montgomery reached forward and took her hands, dragging her attention back to him. "I'm speaking about this all because I want to get back into the world of medicine, and I want you to come with me." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia frowned. He had been in the world of medicine as of late, helping occasionally at the clinic and paying house calls. What did he mean by getting "back" into the world? Then it hit her: London. She nodded.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I wondered if you might want to go back to London," she said softly. "And I want you to know that I'm very willing. This life in the country means nothing to me if you aren't here, and I've been reading medical books and studying, as you well know. I would be happy to assist you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, you're not quite understanding me." Montgomery smiled sheepishly. "But of course you're not. I'm getting ahead of myself. Would you walk with me?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looped her arm into his and they strolled together around the edge of the magical party that Hannah and Brody had put together. The sun was shining down on all the guests, the air was full of laughter and the scent of sweet baked things, and the bride and groom seemed unable to take their eyes off of one another. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When they reached the far side of the party, Montgomery turned to the side and led Emelia away from the town square and down the road towards the little bridge that led into town. It was a covered bridge—not the one where Brody had orchestrated a meeting all those months ago, but a smaller one with vines along the outer edge.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Alright," Emelia said expectantly. "Are you more comfortable talking about London now that we're away from the crowd?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't want to talk about London at all." Montgomery took her hand and pulled her beneath one of the more beautiful vines; then, quite suddenly, fell down upon one knee. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia pulled back in surprise. "Montgomery!" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Emelia, I don't want to talk about the future anymore, request anything else of you, or share my extensive plans and dreams, until I have assured you in every way possible that my heart is yours and I wish it to be yours forever. I want you to marry me, Emelia. Please, agree to this and we can have some simple ceremony without the whole town square sparkling and I will be the happiest man alive." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia sucked in her breath quickly, but she didn't have to think. It was as though her heart had been waiting to answer this question since the first moment she'd seen him return to visit his family.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes!" she leaned down close to him and kissed him lightly on the lips. "Of course I will marry you, Dr. Shaw." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Emelia," he said, standing and taking her in his arms, "you must understand that it was your patience and understanding and kindness that gave me back my heart and my home. I want to marry you, and no longer want to be away from those things you've given back to me." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She blinked, confused. "What do you mean?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I mean that I don't want to leave this little county. I don't want to leave your family and my brother. I'm acquainted now with the memories and ghosts that used to haunt me. They're old friends now. I don't want to be with anyone else, anywhere else. I don't want to go to London." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia stepped forward, wrapping her hand around Montgomery's. "You don't mean that, Montgomery. You just told me that you wanted to get back into medicine in a real and tangible way. You should go back to London where your clients and your colleagues will surely welcome you back with open arms." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It is not my colleagues that I want in my arms," he said wryly with that edge of humor she'd begun to see regularly in his eyes. "Only you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "But your dreams…" Emelia pursed her lips together. "No. I won't be the thing that keeps you from measuring up to your full potential in this area or another. I want you to feel free to go to London." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montgomery's smile was slow; unhurried. He didn't respond to her at first, just held her gently and looked into her eyes. When he did speak, his words were slow and tender. "I love you so much for saying it, Emelia. I really do. You don't have to support me in this, but you always have. Now, stop your protesting and listen to my plan." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The two sat down on one of the thin wooden benches attached to the rail of the bridge, sitting side by side with Emelia's hand entwined in Montgomery's. He ran his thumb along her fingers.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I have quite an inheritance from my father, as you well know, and I have my own pension from years of service in London. I wish to invest it in a place that truly honors my father's legacy, and it was you that first gave me the idea of where I should put the money." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Where?" Emelia frowned. Then, "And why me?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Do you remember that day you found me experimenting at the creek and searching for dragonflies?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded, knowing she would never forget that day, or any other day in his company. The moments were so sweet, strung together like priceless pearls on a necklace. "I do." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You had so many questions that day, and I was only too delighted to give you the answers. Before you look at me with that knowing expression, little lass, let me assure you it was not just because of your pretty face and quick mind that I wanted to teach—it was because the subject matter fascinated me and I was thrilled by the opportunity to pass on to someone else a little of the magical world that I had learned during my time as a doctor and studying the sciences." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia smiled to see him speaking so passionately about the things that he loved. "Go on." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Then you came to the clinic and helped with that little boy, and I saw in you the strength and fortitude that could make a really strong addition to a country clinic. Then Aggie…do you remember the night we spent caring for Aggie?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I do. You fell asleep once, much as you dislike to remember it," Emelia teased. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'll have you remember that I was languishing under a deadly illness myself at the time," he rejoined good-naturedly. "But yes, with Aggie you were a quick study and you gained valuable practical experience. Then a few weeks ago I saw Lily's hand—and it hit me. I want to work for the rest of my life in a community just like this, helping people who need my help, but I also want to invest my inheritance and earnings in a medical school: a college of medicine here in our hometown where I can train sharp and quick minds like yours to study the science and learn how to help people. Medicine is my passion, but passing that passion on is the kind of thing my father, in all his wisdom and kindness, would have done." He smiled at Emelia. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Think about all the questions you're always putting to me from those books you read. Sometimes you learn things that I haven't even heard of; you expose me to new procedures and practices every day. Think about how powerful it would be if we could bring together more minds like yours. The ideas and growth and studies would be so impactful." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia was beginning to understand, and, more than that, to believe. "You really want to do this. You want to stay close to home and build a college of medicine. But I thought you were so eager to leave this place; to get back to high society." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't care much for high society, but I care a good deal about you and about actually making a difference in people's lives," he said. "I can still help at the clinic and pay house calls, but the college will be my life's work. What better thing to devote a lifetime to, other than you, my dear?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The implications were only now beginning to soak in for Emelia. She leaned her head against Montgomery's shoulder. "And it means that I will be able to stay by my family, and you will be able to stay by yours." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm not afraid of this place anymore," he said softly. "I'm not afraid of the memories—they are exactly what drive me now to do this remarkable thing. My father would be proud, I think." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I think so too." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You two are always sneaking away from my social engagements." Brody's voice came light and teasing from above where the two lovers were seated. He and Hannah were standing arm and arm just a little ways up the hill. As they walked down, Emelia saw the beautiful, filmy fabric of Hannah's gown floating around the slim girl like a cloud. She looked effervescent. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You must come back and dance," Hannah pressed. "I haven't seen you two dance together since the night of Brody's ball, and you were so completely marvelous. At the time I couldn't understand how you made dull old Montgomery look so graceful." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia widened her eyes in horror, but Montgomery took it in stride as he did all of Hannah's teasing.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Remember that you danced with me too that night, little sister." He winked. "Think what would have become of us if Brody and Emelia had succeeded in their attempt to bring us star-crossed lovers together." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah winced and mimed a pretend illness. "Heaven help me if that had been true." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm not so bad as all that!" Montgomery protested. "In fact, your sister here thinks I'm a fine enough specimen to marry and spend the rest of her life with." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emelia couldn't hear another word through Hannah's shrieks of happiness.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Can't get enough of Emelia and Montgomery? 
 
      
 
    Then make sure to check out the Extended Epilogue to find out… 
 
      
 
    How will the hospital that Emelia and Montgomery have funded turn out to become a successful teaching college? 
 
    How will the relationship between the two sisters evolve? Will there be any new secrets standing in their way? 
 
    What will be Montgomery’s reaction when Emelia comes to reveal some unexpected news? 
 
      
 
    Click the link or enter it into your browser 
 
    http://bridgetbarton.com/emelia 
 
      
 
    
(After reading the Extended Epilogue, turn the page to read the first chapters from “A Fearless Lady Craving Freedom”, my Amazon Best-Selling novel!) 
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 A Fearless Lady Craving Freedom 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Introduction 
 
      
 
    Charlotte Livingston has never known anything but comfort and security. She was raised in a wealthy Regency family, she is engaged to a man of good social standing, and her life seems to be more than settled. However, deep inside she knew that she would gladly give up the wealth and comfort of her position to live an adventure. When she discovers the news that her dearest cousin goes missing, Charlotte's only option is to take action, and set out on an expedition in order to find her. But will she dare to lay aside what society expects of her to embrace the yearning for adventure she's always harboured in her heart? 
 
      
 
    Ewan Sinclair is old enough to be experienced but young enough to retain youthful vigour. Having fled his home for years now, he is tracing his own path in life, making a name for his ability to find lost people. When two desperate sisters ask for his help in order to find their missing cousin, his financial situation gives him no choice but to accept the offer. Little had he known, before asking the older sister to join him in his investigation, how his life was about to change at that moment. Will he eventually let his prejudice aside and leave a space for love in his heart? 
 
      
 
    A lifetime adventure soon brings Charlotte and Ewan closer than they ever thought they would be and creates unprecedented emotions between them. But when the situation is about to get harder and harder, will they be ready to conquer their fears? Will they choose to risk everything in the name of freedom and love? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    The seas were wild in the grip of the storm that churned overhead, and the ship bucked and rocked beneath the crew and passengers as though at any moment it was to give up the ghost and sink at last into the depths. I sat below quarters with my hands clenched, white-knuckled, to the rim of the bed where I’d slept every night for the past few weeks. The bed was bolted to the wall and would provide some support if yet another swell slammed against the boat and sent it careening sideways, but I knew in my heart that if the boat were to sink a bolted bed would provide no succour. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I tried to stop shaking with the trial before me; tried to remember that I’d been through worse than this. I closed my eyes and pictured the exotic land from whence I’d just come—the slow, enormous beasts with their long trunks and thundering feet; the lush greenery all around; the bird with the wild colours that had landed so close at hand as I’d passed beneath its tree. I had lived through so much to even make it to this place—I would have to survive one trial more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte looked up from the book with a soft gasp and pressed it to her chest. A Life Abroad: the Memoirs of Lady Alice Montgomery had proved every page as fascinating as she’d thought it would be when she first laid eyes on the small brown volume in the village bookstore. She’d gone inside at once after sighting it in the window and demanded to know the content and value.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The bookstore owner, who knew the eldest daughter of Sir Francis Livingston of Pembleton well, had pulled the book off and flipped through the pages with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure I would recommend it to the daughter of Lord Pembleton,” he had said warily. “Your father would probably think it shocking—an English lady of high society travelling the world without a chaperone …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had no way of knowing it, but that was the perfect argument to get Charlotte Livingston to buy something. She had always pushed back against what was expected of her, and an argument that hinged on the way society perceived an action always leaned her away from society.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now, halfway through the memoirs, she was swept up in the life of Lady Alice Montomery, the woman who had laid aside her lace parasols and social occasions and had chosen instead the wilds of other lands and the danger of travel. It was thrilling, every word, and it stirred a desperate desire in Charlotte.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked around her at the garden on her family’s beautiful, grand estate. There were trees arching like footman in a perfect line towards the orchards; gorgeous expanses of brilliant green grass, manicured hedges, and pruned rose bushes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everything was lovely; cared for. It was beautiful, she couldn’t deny, but it all felt so curated—as though she was just another feature in a museum, something on display without any real purpose. Lady Alice wasn’t in a museum. No, she was travelling the world to see things that were real, not trapped behind glass and societal perfection. Charlotte envied her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stood and made her way down the path with the book still open in her hands. It was impossible not to compare herself with the heroine of the memoir. Lady Alice was a tall and dark-haired beauty, so well-known that even before the book Charlotte had been familiar with her name and legacy. She was supposed to have been one of the most sought-after women in the world. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In contrast, Charlotte had always been small for her age, with hair a little too red to be considered dainty and skin as pale as milk. Her freckles had faded as the years went by, but her mother still chased her around with bonnets and parasols lest a particularly long day in the sun should rouse them again to the surface. At nineteen, she had done absolutely nothing to make a name for herself. She was no Lady Alice, just another daughter in a wealthy family who would make a good marriage one day.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She opened the book again, walking as she read. Her mother hated that little tick of hers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Charlotte, a walk is not an opportunity for a young lady to cram more nonsense into her head. It is a chance to look about oneself and find the inner peace so lacking in young women these days.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But Charlotte didn’t want inner peace. She wanted a rolling ocean and a churning sky. She wanted the wind in her hair and the sun unhindered on her cheeks. She wanted— 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lottie!”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She heard her little sister’s voice and snapped out of her reverie, closing the book and holding it slightly out of sight behind the fold of her skirt. Lucy Livingstone was walking towards her as quickly as she could manage. Only fifteen years old, Lucy had somehow managed to soak up all the lessons and elegance that Charlotte had been resistant to over the years. Her hair was quite a few shades lighter than her sister’s—more blonde than strawberry—and her eyes were blue instead of the grey-green storminess of Charlotte’s. She would never run when she could walk; never call out when she could speak in a measured tone. It took her a full minute to reach Charlotte’s side. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lottie, Mama wants to know why you’re still out here when the dinner party is only hours away. She says you must come inside and get changed at once.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled indulgently at her sister, and then raised an eyebrow in friendly competition. “I don’t know anyone named ‘Lottie,’” she said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was their oldest battle. Since Lucy had begun speaking she’d tried to shorten her older sister’s name, and Charlotte always pushed back against it. Her full name sounded so much stronger than “Lottie,” and in its original meaning it spoke of freedom. She liked that.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucy rolled her eyes as she always did. “You know what I mean.” Her eyes fell on the book half hidden behind Charlotte’s skirt. “Are you still reading that Montgomery drivel?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You sound like Mama,” Charlotte said, trying to keep the annoyance out of her voice. Her sister didn’t mean to be condescending, after all—she was only copying the speech and mannerisms of the most elegant woman she knew, Lady Eleanor Livingston, their mother. “And yes, I’m still reading it. You should try picking it up sometime yourself, Lucy. It would be romantic; exciting even, to travel the world. If you only read the stories she describes, you would be won over in an instant.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t need to read them,” Lucy said, tossing her blonde curls and sliding her slender arm into the crook of her sister’s elbow. “You’ve talked about nothing but Lady Alice Montgomery since you got that book, and you’ve told me tale upon tale of her adventures. Not one of your stories has made me want to run off and emulate that woman. I can’t imagine giving up the comforts of home for an unpleasant adventure such as she describes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What?” Charlotte pretended to be shocked, although she knew her sister’s feelings well by now. “You wouldn’t want to ride horseback over the African plains?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dusty; smelly …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You don’t yearn to see the world and smell the sharp tangy salt air in your nostrils?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “In the belly of a ship, at the mercy of all sorts of strangers? No, thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what about interesting people and cultures. There’s something so intoxicating about the idea of not knowing anyone or anything, and learning as you go.” Charlotte shut her eyes for a moment and imagined herself wandering through the lowlands of India and the jungles in the mountains. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You really oughtn’t to use words like ‘intoxicating,’” Lucy said with almost comical severity. “It’s vulgar.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte opened her eyes and levelled a laughing glance in her sister’s direction. “I would gladly give up the wealth and comfort of my position to go on a voyage of exploration.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know you would.” Lucy shrugged, “I just don’t understand it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They walked for a few more moments in silence, and then Lucy lapsed into one of her favourite topics in a teasing voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what does your fiancé think about this yearning of yours?” she asked in a sing-song tone. “Is he desirous of travelling all around the world and seeing the dusty deserts of Africa and the wild, open ocean?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte forced a smile. “General Wallace has already done all those things,” she said softly. “He’s already been to Africa and gone out on the wild seas. He would understand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Or he would know enough of the wilderness to want to avoid a return trip,” Lucy said. Charlotte knew the young girl was only teasing; carrying on with the fun, but unknowingly the girl had hit on one of Charlotte’s deepest misgivings about her intended.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She’d agreed to marry General Lionel Wallace after a brief courtship for a number of reasons. Firstly, he was her father’s long-time friend and confident, a good man with a solid reputation and a career of fighting that had moved into diplomacy on English soil. It was a reasonable match for a girl as wealthy as Charlotte Livingston, and the General wasn’t a bad sort of man. Charlotte didn’t even mind the fact that he was much older than her nineteen years of age—it was normal, even expected for girls of wealth and circumstance to marry more distinguished gentlemen. He was kind in a distant sort of way and had said some pretty things about her appearance and grace on their first few meetings, but he was also stiff and mired in the ways of society.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte had agreed to the arrangement at her parents’ bidding, and she tried to have a good attitude about it all. What’s done was done, and she saw no way out of it. Blessed with an optimistic train of thinking, she had decided to make the best of the situation and think of ways to accept the life ahead of her with some measure of happiness. On most days, though, it felt like more of an effort than she’d thought love would be.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The General understands that I like to read,” she said slowly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama said he told you at the last dinner engagement that you read quite a bit too much for a young girl,” Lucy said quickly. There was no malice in her voice, just that earnest, engaged way little sisters have of trying to be the one with the most inside information at all times. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte remembered that conversation. He’d also told her that there was no place for dreamers in high society; that if she would always be talking about the poets and the wilds of other cultures, she would push away those in her particular sphere who were uncomfortable with such topics of conversation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She’d listened quietly to his gentle scolding, and he’d ended it at last with a rather paternal pat on the head and a murmur about what was going on in “that pretty head of hers.” It had galled her and worried her deeply. She felt sometimes as though she was marching ever steadily towards a cage, and there was no turning to the right or the left. The days of reading Alice Montgomery’s memoirs and walking in the garden were close to an end.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She put another weak smile on her face and nudged her sister in the side. “Let us speak no more of fiancés, little one. Tell me—if you don’t want to go travelling the world and discovering new adventures, what is it that you wish to do with your youth?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Marry young,” Lucy said promptly. “Mama says I’ll make a good match; that I’m taking to my lessons well and that my accomplishments are just what a young man would like.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And after marriage?” Charlotte probed. “Then what?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why babies, of course,” Lucy let go of her sister’s arm and gave an impulsive little twirl. “And everlasting happiness. What else?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What else indeed. That was the question that chased Charlotte down even when she was most eager to hold on to optimism and have a good attitude about what her life held. What else was there for a girl in a society like this? She secretly held onto hope that everyone around her was misguided; that there was adventure after all to be had for those that would step up and take it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    It would have taken Charlotte no time at all to prepare for the dinner party on her own, but as usual Lucy snuck into her room with lace and petticoats in hand and demanded that they primp and preen together. This meant a long conversation about what would be worn, a search for ribbons that were just the right colour, and then an even longer wrestling match with the ladies’ maid over hairstyles.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, Lucy looked a picture in a pale pink gown trimmed with ribbon rosettes; her curls up atop her head with the tight rag curls framing her face, her feet in white satin slippers, and a white ribbon looped around her hair. Charlotte chose simplicity, much to Lucy’s frustration; dressing in a deep blue gown with only a single ribbon of silver embroidery as trim. She put on the silver cross she always wore around her neck and pinned her red hair up off her neck in the simplest fashion possible.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You ought to wear earrings,” Lucy said with a worried frown. “Mama will notice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And so silver earrings with a sapphire centre were added to the ensemble. Charlotte was about to pull on her gloves and tend to her mother’s needs when the sound of a muffled commotion came floating up the stairs to the two girls. There was firstly the crashing of a door, and then the sound of footsteps retreating quickly down the hall. Then, alarmingly, a muffled cry.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte leapt to her feet. “Something’s wrong.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucy was putting the finishing touches on her hair and looked up with concern. “What was that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t know.” Charlotte started out the door. “Come with me, and we’ll see what we can find out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They stumbled over each other down the long marble staircase that poured into the foyer and then followed the sound of loud talking and arguing through the hall, past the dining room and parlour decked out for the coming dinner party, and into the private library. Charlotte opened the door, Lucy breathing down her neck, and stepped into the room quietly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Their mother, the Lady of Pembleton, looked up from where she was sitting with her head in her hands on a settee. In a glance, Charlotte saw that her father was there as well, his hand on his wife’s shoulder, as well as a man dressed in plain clothing. The man was young, and Charlotte could tell from the respectful, slightly removed way that he stood with his hands folded that he was one of the many messengers who worked in the area.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t know more than what I’ve shared—” he paused suddenly when he saw the girls and looked at Lord and Lady Pembleton with a question in his eyes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sir Francis looked up at his daughters, hesitated for a moment, and then seemed to think better of protecting them and raised a hand to summon them into the room. Charlotte and Lucy walked in on slipper feet and sat beside their mother on the settee. It reminded Charlotte of a time when they were young and had heard of a death in the family—the awkward silence, the feeling of intrusion, the confusion.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What happened, Mama?” She reached over and laid a hand on her mother’s arm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Eleanor Livingston opened her mouth as though to speak, and then sank her head again into her hands and began softly crying. Francis cleared his throat uncomfortably and tried his best to fill in where his wife could not. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Something’s become of Hester,” he said softly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hester Russell. The girls’ cousin on their mother’s side, and so dear to them both that, aside from parentage, they were essentially sisters. Hester was Charlotte’s age, a sweet, doe-eyed girl with brown hair and long limbs and a penchant for all living things. She had a heart of gold, and a way about her that put other people at ease. Charlotte felt her heart catch in her chest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is she hurt?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We don’t know!” Eleanor wailed, the noise startling the uncomfortable messenger. “We don’t know anything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Francis reached out again and laid a hand on his wife’s arm. Turning to his daughters, he explained, “She’s run away from home. She left a note saying not to look for her, but there was no other information.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucy gasped and held a delicate hand to her mouth. Charlotte wrinkled her forehead in confusion. It was so unlike Hester to do something so rash, so unexplained. A seed of doubt took root in her heart, and she wondered if perhaps there was more to this situation than met the eye. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What did the note say exactly?” she asked, directing her question at the messenger. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The young man bowed his head nervously. “I didn’t read it, My Lady. I was just told to let you here at Pembleton know the truth of the matter—that the lady Hester Russell has gone missing, and that she left a note saying not to seek her out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It will be a scandal.” Eleanor raised her head, showing a tear-streaked complexion and a well of emotion in her eyes. “This is unheard of! Why would a happy, well-adjusted girl run off and leave her parents in a place of confusion? Why would she not leave a way to contact her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte thought of Hester’s quiet nature and thought the action was doubly confusing. The thought had crossed her mind before, on days when her attempts at optimism failed and she wanted to be free of all that society put upon her shoulders, but she could not imagine Hester ever running off and leaving her family.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is being done?” she asked softly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The whole countryside has been mobilised to search for her,” Francis said quietly. “This messenger is one of many who were sent out to alert family in case she should contact us. Have you girls heard from her at all lately?”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Both Lucy and Charlotte shook their heads. Their mother gave a small sob into her hands and their father shook his head sadly. “The best we can hope for, then,” he said soberly, “is that she will be found before anything bad happens to her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anything bad?” Lucy asked, her voice quavering. “Like what?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte, who knew a bit more of the world than her sister, exchanged a worried glance with her father and then laid a hand on her sister’s arm. “We don’t have to think about all the possibilities right now,” she said quickly. “We just need to focus on ways to help Hester.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The door opened suddenly and the butler stepped into the room with an air of concern. “I’m sorry to interrupt, sir,” he said, “but General Wallace has arrived early for the dinner party and was wondering if he could steal a few moments with Lady Charlotte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now is not the time,” Charlotte said, raising her hand quickly in dismissal. “Ask the good general to wait in the parlour. I’ll be with him when this situation is handled.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Charlotte,” her father snapped quickly, an edge in his usually sedate tone. “That is no way to talk to or about your fiancé. Lionel has been a dear friend for many years, and as he will soon be the decision maker in your life, I think it quite acceptable that he should be here to offer advice and assistance if he can.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte opened her mouth to object but could see that she was causing more harm than good. Why was it, after all, that she was so reluctant to have her fiancé hear the whole affair? That wasn’t the way it should be. She should feel desperately grateful for his presence and wisdom. Instead, she felt mildly annoyed and fearful of what he would think.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The general came in moments later. He was dressed perfectly in his fine uniform with the tasseled shoulders and the gold trim on a navy background. His hair, dark but mottled with grey, was swept back from his face and tied at the base of his neck. Long sideburns set off the distinguished affair, and Charlotte had to look closely to see any expression in his eyes. She wondered at that—usually eyes were the first thing she noticed about a person, but with the general they always came as an afterthought to her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord and Lady Pembleton.” He bowed austerely, directing his attention first at her parents as he always did. Then he took a few more steps into the room and bowed again in her direction. “Lady Charlotte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She lowered her head in brief acknowledgement. “General Wallace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A frown wrinkled his brow as he looked around the room at the sober faces. “I came early to take a few moments of conversation with you, Lady Charlotte, but it appears I am trespassing on a private family moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte didn’t open her mouth to contradict him, and so Sir Francis interjected with gusto. “Hardly. Something quite serious has befallen our family, old chap, but I assure you your advice and involvement could only be of help in solving this problem.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The general nodded again and then sat on the same settee as Charlotte, as removed to the side as he could manage for the sake of propriety. “I’m sorry to hear as much. What has happened?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My cousin,” Charlotte said quickly. Something about the situation of her father and the general made her wish to speak of the events herself. She felt suddenly defensive of Hester. “She’s gone missing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The general looked genuinely surprised. “Miss Russell?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The very same.” Charlotte’s father cleared his throat. “Although ‘gone missing’ is a bit misleading. She left of her own accord it would seem, with only a brief note behind telling her family not to follow her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is most alarming indeed,” the general said. “What is being done to track her down?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The county has been mobilised to seek her out, but I’m not sure what else can be done under the circumstances,” Sir Francis responded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will offer my assistance in any way possible,” the general interjected gallantly. “I have a network of friends across the country from my time in commission to the Crown, and I will of course spread the news at once so that they can keep their eyes out for any mention of her name. Perhaps the runaway attempt was somehow connected with a soldier. These things happen with the young and spirited.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte felt a stab of annoyance that the general would jump to such an assumption. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She could be in some kind of trouble,” she said slowly. “I cannot think of anything else that would have convinced Hester to do such a thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can you not?” The general raised his dark eyebrows and levelled a stare on his soon-to-be wife. “My dear Lady Charlotte, your kindness does you credit, but you have that purposed blindness so often cultivated in the fairer sex. You are choosing to overlook warning signs that the rest of us have seen for years.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked at him; blinked. “Pardon me, General, but I wasn’t aware you knew my cousin so very well. Do you run in the same circles?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shrugged and lowered his voice so that only she could hear. “I run in your circles, and she is dear to you. I’ve met her on occasion and was more than usually concerned with how flippant and relaxed she is about basic issues of propriety. I confess that I had been concerned about the influence she had over you, but of course now such things are behind us. We must focus on the task at hand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte felt a slew of retorts run through her mind. She wanted to tell him how shortsighted and bigoted he was—that Hester had never been the rebellious one in the family; on the contrary, she had always acted out of love and patience and gentleness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Those were her main motivators. She would not have done anything just for the sake of flying in the face of propriety, and it seemed to Charlotte that the general was taking more than usual liberties in assuming he knew the situation well enough to speak.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All these thoughts simmered just below the surface, but Charlotte could not bring herself to say them. Her mother’s training, that a woman was to have few opinions and share none, was too ingrained in her psyche to be so easily thrown aside. She just looked at the general for a long moment in silence and then dropped her eyes into her lap where they could do no harm. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte laid her head down on the desk for just a moment, letting her rest ever so lightly on yet another scrap of paper she was filling with notes. Her eyes slid closed for what seemed like only a minute, and then she felt a light hand on her shoulder shaking her awake. She sat up, eyes blurry, head wild, and saw her sister crouching beside the desk. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lottie, did you sleep here all night?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte looked at the clock in alarm and saw that it was already eight in the morning. The sunlight from a half-drawn shade spilled over her bed but hadn’t yet reached her desk.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no,” she said, running a hand across her eyes. “I hadn’t meant to sleep so long.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You cannot mean that,” Lucy said with a frown, rising to her feet and going to the window to draw the shade the rest of the way open. “You’ve hardly slept at all over the last few months since we learned about Hester’s disappearance. You’re always up here scribbling letters, or out in the country talking to strangers Father tells you to avoid: it’s dangerous and reckless, and the one time I find you actually resting you’re sitting upright at your writing desk. Lottie, I’m worried.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s Charlotte,” Charlotte corrected her out of habit rather than spite. She stretched her neck to the side and felt the ripple of tension from her overnight rest shoot painfully down one shoulder. The letter she’d been working on was to a friend of the family in Dublin, an unlikely source of assistance, but some information was better than none.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you had any leads at all?” Lucy asked quietly. “Anything that would make you think this strange quest of yours was justified?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course it’s justified, Lucy.” Charlotte stood up and walked stiffly across the room to the floor-length mirror in the corner. She was a sight to see, dressed in her nightgown with a walking coat over—she must have been cold last night and grabbed the nearest item of clothing—with her red hair loose and wild around her face and her eyes ringed with dark circles. “Anything to get Hester safely home again is justified.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucy came and stood next to her, speaking to Charlotte in the mirror. “I know you love her, Charlotte. I do too. But if she hasn’t been found it’s because she doesn’t want to be found. It took the rest of us some time to come to terms with everything, too, but we accept it now. Hester ran away because she wanted to leave the family.” She ventured a smile in her sister’s direction. “You don’t need to look for her anymore. You could, say, take a bath? Comb your hair? Stop looking like a Scottish selkie for one day, at least?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte turned serious eyes in her sister’s direction. “This isn’t a joke, Lucy. This isn’t about me, either. It’s about Hester, and I’m telling you Hester Russell wouldn’t have run away from her family if there wasn’t a reason.” She took a deep breath, knowing what her family thought of her most recent theory. “I still think she was kidnapped.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Charlotte—” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, hear me out.” Charlotte ran across the room and fumbled through some pages she’d found during the last few months of research. “Look at this—something similar happened just last year in Derbyshire—a girl disappeared and it was later discovered that she had been kidnapped. Then, only a few years before that, another young lady missing. It was all a ploy to get money out of the family; a ransom tactic.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucy frowned. “If they wanted ransom, wouldn’t we have heard from her by now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re parroting Father,” Charlotte said crisply, unable to keep the edge out of her voice. “In the two cases I mentioned the girl never made contact, and the kidnappers didn’t either. Their initial plan was thrown away when they decided to keep the lady for more nefarious means. What if Hester is a pawn in some game; if she is kept captive somewhere against her will? I would never be able to live with myself if I learned that was the case, and I can’t imagine how you all find yourself so comfortable with that situation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tears came into Lucy’s eyes, and Charlotte felt an instant stab of remorse. She reached out and laid a hand on her sister’s arm. “I didn’t mean it like that,” she said softly. “I just mean that we should be taking this whole thing more seriously than we are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Father says she doesn’t want to be found.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sighed and dropped the pages she’d picked up back onto the bedspread. She didn’t want to argue anymore. Every conversation since they’d first heard of Hester’s disappearance had gone the same in the house. Everyone thought she’d run off to make some sort of rebellious point, and they thought she’d come back home when she’d had her fill of the hardship outside the walls of the Russell mansion. It hadn’t happened, though, and every day that passed filled Charlotte with more dread. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucy bit her lip and ventured another question, this one even more muted and shy than the other.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And General Wallace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Just three words, and they had the power to bring a conversation Charlotte had been trying to forget crashing back into her mind.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been two weeks since the initial news of Hester’s disappearance, and the general had come over for tea. Lucy came to fetch Charlotte from the garden, where she’d laid aside her copy of Alice Montgomery’s adventures and was penning a letter to someone in northern England in search of Hester’s whereabouts. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your General’s here to see you,” Lucy had said with that teasing chatter she always adopted when discussing Lionel. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte had looked up, unable to banish a feeling of growing annoyance at the frequency of the man’s visits. “You can show him back in a few minutes. I’m finishing something important here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Something more important than me?” There was his voice, rich and serious, and it had jerked her back to reality at once. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know you were there,” she’d stuttered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I followed your sister out; I couldn’t wait to see you.” He’d cleared his throat, shifted from foot to foot until Lucy finally took the hint and scampered off to leave the couple alone. When at last he spoke again his words had been strained. “Lady Charlotte, I feel I’ve hardly seen you these past few weeks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve been occupied in the search for my cousin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, the matter of missing Hester Russell.” She’d hated the way he waved his hand like he was dismissing an annoying fly that kept reoccurring in his sphere. “It has taken so much of your time as of late.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As it is taking up no one else’s time, I thought the sacrifice of a few of my own hours was well worth it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are offended.” His voice had barely masked his frustration. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She’d sighed, stood up from the garden bench, and laid her letter to the side. “It seems I am easily offended as of late.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I just feel as though I rarely see you, and when I do there is much standing between us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was always much standing between us, even before this latest development. She’d swallowed hard. “That’s not what I want.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He’d turned his hat in his hands, studying the brim as though it alone offered him the answers to the riddle that was Charlotte Livingston’s heart. “I came here today to discuss the matter of our impending marriage. The engagement was announced almost a month ago today, and I cannot see any reason why we should not move forward with the ceremony and marriage summarily. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There is no reason to have a long engagement, not when we know that we are well suited and we live in close enough proximity to avoid difficulty with planning the logistics. It is my understanding that young ladies such as yourself indulge in frequent trips to town to choose a wedding tailor; visits to the village to determine a venue; questions with the parson to ensure the ceremony is standard. You have done none of these things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is there any reason you can think of to delay our wedding?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte had wracked her brain and was for a moment frozen by the one thought she knew she couldn’t say aloud: because I do not want to be with you. It was a childish thought, she knew, the kind of whimsy that dairy maids could entertain but was denied to women of wealth and status. In the end, her eyes had fallen on the letter and she’d blurted out, “I want to marry you, really I do, but not now. Not until I have found Hester and done away with all the mystery surrounding her disappearance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How does that in any way relate to our wedding?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s a matter of my heart and mind being otherwise engaged in a time and place where they ought to be present,” she’d answered, honestly enough. “It would give me much peace of mind to put the matter to rest. Then I can focus fully on everything that lies ahead—our marriage, our union before God and man, and our life together.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now, remembering the conversation in the safety of her bedroom, months after the fact, Charlotte found herself dropping her gaze from Lucy’s enquiring stare. “I already told you,” she said softly. “General Wallace has graciously agreed to postpone the wedding until the matter of Hester’s disappearance has been solved.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And he’s alright with that?” Lucy asked, her young face betraying the same suspicion that Charlotte felt in her heart. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He has agreed,” Charlotte said in reply. “And that is enough for me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I heard Mama last night,” Lucy said, sobering considerably, “and she would probably beg to differ with you. At least, she would ask whether you were enough for him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “One day very soon,” Charlotte said, walking back to the mirror and running her fingers through her wild red curls, “you will understand what it is to court and marry a man so closely interwoven with the fabric of your family and the attentions of society. It seems like it is everything that a girl would want, but it is in fact the quickest way to disappoint everyone in your sphere in a single blow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Lucy asked, and Charlotte could see with a single glance that she meant the question innocently enough.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Never mind,” Charlotte said. She left the mirror and walked behind the screen that unfolded nearby to block her from the rest of the room. She slipped out of her nightgown and into a corset and undergarments, putting each on as quickly as she could. Lucy slipped behind and helped with the buttons, lacing up the back of the gown. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m glad to see you’re at least making an attempt at making yourself presentable,” Lucy said. “Mama says that she’ll take me into town for a new bonnet if I will wait and travel with her next week.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte was amazed, as always, that Lucy could turn so quickly from serious topics to matters of lace and style. She bit her lip and tried to remember that her sister was younger, and therefore could not be expected to have a mature view of the world, not as of yet at least.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am going to get dressed,” she said quickly, putting up her arms to shrug into a pale green dress with simple styling and sleeves down to her wrists. “But only because I’m running into town to do business today. Lucy, I know you mean well by coming up here to intervene and entreating me to leave the business of Hester’s disappearance behind, but I can’t do it. I can’t abandon her. I will try to rejoin the family and make social appearances so that you don’t feel as responsible for me, but I won’t stop searching until I find her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucy finished buttoning the last button and then followed Charlotte back to the mirror while Charlotte twisted her hair into a simple bun and pinned it with pearl-studded pins.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alright,” she said at last, her voice uncharacteristically cowed. “I can’t stop you from searching. I wish I could help, really I do …” her voice trailed off, then after a moment’s silence, she added, “I wouldn’t even know where to start.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry about searching on your own,” Charlotte said, putting the last pin in her hair. “I know that it’s a strange obsession I’ve begun on, and I wouldn’t want to bring you down with me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ewan Sinclair.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte looked up from her breakfast to see Lucy’s hand in front of her, slamming down a scrap of paper with a name and address scribbled on it. Lucy was standing across from her, dressed as usual in pink, but this time she had a little cloak around her shoulders. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Were you out walking before breakfast?” Charlotte asked in surprise. Then, as a delayed response, “What do you mean, ‘Ewan Sinclair?’” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucy looked as though she was about to respond, but then Lord and Lady Pembleton entered the breakfasting room together and Charlotte saw her sister’s face fall as quickly as it had peaked in interest.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Girls, you certainly made it down early this morning,” Sir Francis said, as he did every morning. Most mornings Lady Pembleton took her breakfast in bed, but without fail Charlotte and Lucy were in the breakfast room before their father.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte looked up, as she always did, and said indulgently, “The sun was too inviting to stay in bed, Father.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was at this point that Lucy always added, “Mama says it’s polite to know when to deny an invitation as well as when to receive one, Lottie,” but this morning she was conspicuously silent, only slipping into place beside Charlotte and reaching absent-mindedly for the teapot. As she did so, Charlotte noticed her take the scrap of paper with the name back into her hand.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte turned to her with a question in her eyes, but Lucy only gave the slightest of nods indicating the need for silence, and Charlotte took the hint. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You still have your cloak on, Lucille—” Lady Pembleton levelled a strict glance at the offending garment. “Is that really appropriate at the table? And why were you out walking early in the morning anyway?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucy looked like a trapped mouse. “I was …I was …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    You were … clearly bad at lying. Charlotte gave a bright smile. “She was running an errand for me in town. We can speak of it more later. Father, did you hear anything about the overturn in the county government? I heard that the vicar was looking for a way to lobby in London for more fair estate taxes, but apparently the whole thing has been sidelined over a boundary dispute.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In truth, Charlotte had only heard bits and pieces of an argument some servants had been having the day before, but she’d put all the phrases into one sentence and hoped they made sense to her father. He did what he always did when posed with a political problem—he folded his hands so that the fingertips touched and he put them under his chin, thoughtful and composed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, Charlotte,” he said grandly. “I think you mean to say that the boundary dispute stopped up discussion at present, but the whole thing was sidelined before it even began because of a bill in the House of Lords.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Father,” Charlotte said, taking a small bite of the soft-boiled egg perched in a ceramic container on her plate, “Please, tell me more about that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And there was no more discussion of Lucy’s attire. She slipped the cloak from her shoulders so that it fell out of sight on the back of the chair and the slip of paper remained safely in her hands. Breakfast passed without anything else out of the ordinary, and when the family had risen to go about their daily duties—Lord Pembleton to his study, Lady Pembleton to her solar upstairs—the two sisters slipped out of the house and to the garden where they could speak in private. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now what is this all about?” Charlotte asked, peering at her little sister with new respect. “You’re not the sort to engage in cloak and dagger dealings of any sort.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve never understood that phrase,” Lucy said with a comical wrinkle of her forehead, “but I can tell you exactly what’s going on. I was thinking after our conversation last week that you deserved more than our family’s indifference on the subject of Hester’s disappearance. More than that, I care about Hester too. If what you’re saying is true, and there’s even the remotest possibility that she was taken by force and kidnapped, then I think we both owe it to her to do everything in our power to find her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte opened her eyes wide in surprise, but before she could interject, Lucy thrust the scrap of paper back into her hand and rushed on. “That brings me to the case of Ewan Sinclair. I was in town two days ago trying to post a letter to a friend regarding Hester’s whereabouts, and I found an advertisement pinned to the post office wall. It talked about a man who was well-known for his ability to find lost people.” Lucy paused, her face pale. “I thought about everything you were doing for Hester, and I thought it best if I tried to be brave as well. I took down the address and wrote an enquiring letter to see what services the man offered. Today I received a response.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A letter?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes.” Lucy pulled a second piece of paper from the sash at her waist and held it out to her sister. “It wasn’t written by the gentleman himself, but by another man by the name of Ambrose Townshend. He appears to be some sort of partner. You can read the letter, but I’ll tell you nonetheless what he said. Apparently this Ewan Sinclair has a reputation for being a notorious wanderer and adventurer. He’s travelled the world undertaking tasks for wealthy clients—do you remember last February when Madame Helene, the opera singer from France, lost her ruby at the grand theatre in London? He found it for her and turned the culprit in. He’s very brave, and works mostly through word of mouth and recommendations.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And an advertisement in the post office,” Charlotte said wryly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucy shifted nervously. “Well, that was put up by his partner, hence his partner responding to the note and not himself. I’m not sure Mr Sinclair knows of the advertisement.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, there’s nothing so reliable as a gentleman of business who doesn’t know what his own partner is doing behind his back,” Charlotte said. “Did you ask around at all—other than the partner’s letter—to learn more of Mr Sinclair’s reputation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucy nodded. “I did, even before I got a letter in response. The milliner knew of him and the book keeper as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr Williams?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, and they both corroborate the story we read here in the letter. Mr Williams warned against him, though. He said he’s an unmarried adventurer, and very wild. He seems to have no care at all for the dictates of society, and has gone on any number of journeys that ended in tragedy. There was even a shipwreck, I believe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte couldn’t keep the interested smile from her face. “Now we’re talking about a legitimate solution,” she said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re only saying that because I told you he doesn’t care for the dictates of society. You’re a rebel at heart, Lottie.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s Charlotte,” Charlotte corrected her, “and that’s rich ridicule coming from a girl that didn’t undertake to find her cousin until I explicitly told her it wasn’t necessary.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucy blushed, apparently hearing the approval in Charlotte’s tone despite the teasing in her words. “So you think it’s a good idea? I wasn’t sure I should tell you. Mama and Father would hate it, you know. It’s rumoured that Mr Sinclair is of a very low background.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If that is the case, and he has still managed to do all that you say to raise himself above his upbringing, then I can only imagine he has had to rely on his wit and courage,” Charlotte said. “That makes me like him all the more and trust him as much as one can trust a stranger one has never met.” She nodded, feeling more certain of herself. “I would like to meet him at your earliest convenience.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucy took a few steps backwards. “No, Lott—I mean, Charlotte—I didn’t mean for you to meet up with him. Who do you take me for? I thought you would want to bring his name to Father and have him arrange a meeting with the man. I would never think of you going, as a single woman, to meet with an unmarried adventurer. It’s scandalous.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “When meeting with a gentleman who cares not for the dictates of society, one ought not to squabble over them too much oneself,” Charlotte said with a light laugh. Then, seeing that her sister’s face was still stricken with worry, she added quickly, “But I’m serious, Lucy. No harm will come from me meeting the man, and much harm could come from you telling Father. You know that he will not go through with any part of this plan, not when he thinks Hester is just a rebellious daughter trying to prove her worthy in a cruel world. No, he will dismiss it at once, and then you will have ruined any chances for us to meet with this Ewan Sinclair. He will be on to us, as it were.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucy shook her head slowly. “I don’t know, Charlotte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte looked down at the piece of paper in her palm. “You’ve already given me the address.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucy sighed. “Do you really think it will be alright, after everything that you suspect has happened to Hester? What if this gentleman is out to kidnap you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Make it a public place—a tavern or pub will do—two villages over so we don’t draw local attention. That way if something happens I can call for help, but no one from around here will think to gossip to Father about seeing his daughter with a strange ruffian.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laughed at that last word, but seeing Lucy’s stricken face she added, “He won’t be a ruffian, Lucy. I’ll be safe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucy waited for another long moment and then relented. “Alright, I’ll arrange a meeting. But don’t write to that address—I’ll speak with this Ambrose fellow and have him break the information. I wouldn’t want us to lose the opportunity because Sinclair found out about an advertisement he didn’t agree with.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The two sisters parted ways in the garden, and Charlotte sat down to think about all that had transpired. In more ways than one, this was the answer to everything that had been weighing her down in recent months. She’d been doing her best to pursue all avenues, research places where Hester might have gone, and think about people she might have been involved with—people of an unsavoury nature. Despite all these attempts, however, she’d been coming up dry at every corner. No one had seen Hester Russell in months, and those that had seen her before her disappearance hadn’t seen anything that made them suspicious that she was about to leave. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Then came Lucy with word of this Ewan Sinclair. Perhaps this gentleman could track down her cousin. Perhaps he could unravel the story of what would convince a young woman to abandon her family and all that she knew to run away, or, if what Charlotte feared was true, what kind of person would kidnap an innocent young woman and take her far away from her home. He sounded like a man with a long resume to draw from, a man who had nothing to lose and would stop at nothing to find the truth. Just the kind of man they would need to find a missing girl. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But if Charlotte were honest, the name Sinclair stood for more than just Hester’s salvation. What was it that Lucy had said? He was an adventurer who travelled, had experienced a shipwreck—perhaps—had gone on long journeys around the world and survived grand adventures without the behest of societal aid. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was a symbol the same way Alice Montgomery had been a signal all those months ago, a siren singing from a faraway place and telling Charlotte that there was more out there to be had in the world, more to be had out of life itself, if she would only reach out her hand and take it. 
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