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Introduction 
 
      
 
    As young girls, Lady Isabella Tate, daughter of the Earl of Upperton, and her friend, Esme, told each other terrifying tales of the monster. But not just any monster. This monster was alive and living in his old mansion behind a tangle of overgrown hawthorn trees in the very same county. This monster was none other than Elliot Covington, the Duke of Coldwell. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Coldwell, scarred for life in a fire which claimed the lives of those dearest to him has been hiding in his mansion for almost eighteen years. He knows he is a figure of fear and speculation in the county and chose many years before to live a life of self-imposed isolation. But he is the loneliest Duke in all of England. When the Earl of Upperton sells his daughter off as a bride for the disfigured Duke, Isabella has never been more terrified. Due to marry a man she has never met and always believed to be a monster, she truly believes her life is over. 
 
      
 
    But is life with the Duke really something to be afraid of? Will Isabella be able to get past her own prejudice and see the man beneath the scars? And will the Duke be able to let go of the pain and guilt that has swallowed him whole for almost two decades and find a new life with a new love? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Duke of Coldwell? Are you absolutely sure you heard your father correctly?” Esme Montague’s voice came out in a high-pitched squeal. “You cannot have that right, Isabella, truly you cannot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I heard my father as clearly as I hear you now, Esme. The whole thing is true, absolutely true.” Lady Isabella Tate could hear the tremor in her own voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was terrified and had been for three successive days. In all that time, she had had nobody to talk to on the matter, not even her own mother. As always, her mother was of little use when it came to her daughter’s defense. The Countess of Upperton was utterly afraid of her husband, the Earl, and would never have gone against him, even if her own daughter’s life depended on it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And when did he say it to you? When did your father tell you that you must marry?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “On Sunday after church. Really, not an hour after I saw you last, my father sat me down and told me that I am to marry a monster. I do not know how I have managed these last days without you, my dear Esme. I have felt so alone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Isabella thought back to the afternoon which seemed to have changed everything in her world. Every Sunday, after church, Isabella took refuge in her own room for the afternoon until dinner was served. It was the only day when her father would undoubtedly be at Upperton Hall all day long, the only day he would not be out somewhere on the estate barking instructions at servants, tenants, and stewards alike. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For Isabella, Sundays had their routines, and she had grown accustomed to them. She always kept a good supply of books in her room and seemed to do most of her reading on that day in particular. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    However, on the Sunday in question, she had been in her room not more than ten minutes before there came a sharp knock at the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella, who had been reclining on her bed to read, still wearing the fine gown that she had worn to church, hurriedly rose to her feet and straightened her clothing out. She hastily raised a hand to her hair, checking that her dark curls were still neatly tucked away, before calling out that her visitor might enter. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Isabella,” her father said in his customary tone, a sharp and clipped manner, as he entered the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Papa?” Isabella answered, entirely surprised by her father’s presence. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella could not remember the last time her father had visited her in her own room. She thought, perhaps, that it had been a good many years. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her brother Anthony, who at just fourteen years was almost six years younger than Isabella, had taken the lion’s share of his father’s attention from the day he had been born. He was, of course, the son her father had always longed for and, from that moment onwards, Isabella had almost ceased to exist. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I should like you to come down and speak to me in my study as soon as possible, please,” he said in the same gruff tone before smartly turning and leaving the room, shutting the door tight behind him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella had thought instantly that she had done something wrong and spent the next several minutes racking her brains for what on earth it could be. It had been a long time since Isabella had misbehaved; after all, she was not a child anymore. And yet her father’s tone could only suggest that she was in some sort of trouble. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And so it was, her insides quaking utterly, that she made her way down to her father’s study. As fearful as she felt, Isabella knew that she ought not to keep him waiting long. Nobody who kept her father waiting came out of it unscathed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time she had reached the study door and gently knocked upon it, Isabella could feel a thin film of perspiration, cold and prickly, on the smooth skin of her back. She was truly afraid. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah, good,” her father said the moment he set eyes on her. “Now, come closer. Stand at my desk,” he instructed when she seemed set to loiter by the door as if ready to make a hasty escape. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Without a word, Isabella did as she was told, moving as silently as a ghost to stand before her father who was sitting comfortably on the other side of his desk, his elbows leaning heavily and his fingers pressed together, forming a steeple. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have some news for you, Isabella,” he began, and she thought, for a moment, that he smiled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps, after all, she was not in trouble. Perhaps this news was even good news of some sort, something to look forward to and be glad of. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “News, Papa?” Isabella said quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” her father said, taking his elbows from the desk and leaning back heavily into the high-backed chair. “You are to be married, my dear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Married?” Isabella’s voice was a little louder than ordinarily it might be. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, married,” her father confirmed in a level tone which suggested she ought not to begin complaining. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Papa, I have not met a young man that I wish to marry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is of little matter to me, Isabella,” he said dismissively. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do not care who it is I marry, Papa?” Isabella said, sensing already that she was tiptoeing onto dangerous ground. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “On the contrary, Isabella,” her father said, his watery dark eyes fixed on her in a way which made her shrink a little. “I have very carefully picked the most suitable husband for you. He is wealthy and titled, and I am content that he shall be able to look after you very well for the rest of your life. He will, in fact, be able to pick up where I am soon to leave off.” He attempted a smile and, in doing so, reminded Isabella of a hunting animal of some sort; a wolf, perhaps. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And might I ask, Sir, who it is I am to marry?” Isabella said, careful to moderate her tone just enough to put her back in the realm of the dutiful daughter, however much her instincts told her that all was not well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are to marry the Duke of Coldwell,” her father replied with a certain amount of relish. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Duke of …?” Isabella could not finish; her throat had gone dry, and her tongue felt glued to the roof of her mouth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Coldwell, yes, that is right.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Papa, is he not a good deal older than I am?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is but eight and thirty, Isabella. Eighteen years between man and wife is nothing to be squeamish about, is it?” Isabella could sense that her father was beginning to lose patience with her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, perhaps that is not something to be squeamish about, Papa,” she said and could hardly believe that she continued to speak. “But there is the matter of him being a reclusive monster, renowned throughout the county for being such; that might well be something to be squeamish about, might it not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How dare you?” Already, her father was rising to his feet behind his desk. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Papa, please,” Isabella said beseechingly, holding both hands out before her and hoping that it would placate him. “I only speak so because I am afraid.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have nothing to be afraid of,” her father said, mercifully retaking his seat behind his desk. “I have spoken to the man on many occasions, and I do not find him a monster myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella could not take that as any kind of reassurance. Her father was not a good or kind man, and so any recommendation from him was to be viewed with the utmost suspicion, especially regarding another man’s character, not to mention his appearance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see,” Isabella said quietly, her mind racing as she thought how best to proceed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And as I have already said, he is a wealthy and titled man. A Duke, no less. There, you will have married very well indeed, will you not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Papa, but is there no other man in the county you might have settled upon as a husband for me? Is there no other who has come to your attention in that regard?” Isabella felt desperate. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “None who has the resources of the Duke, I am afraid,” he responded, flapping his hand dismissively. “And so, I cannot settle for any man other than the Duke, for he is the only one who is content not only to forego any dowry I might be expected to make but to make a settlement upon you instead.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella swallowed hard; at that moment, she knew there would be no escape for her. Although the thing was hardly mentioned, Isabella was very well aware that her father’s estate, the grand Earldom of Upperton, had been failing for many years. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And, above all things, her father was a proud man. He believed wholeheartedly in the aristocracy and the maintenance of family lines and titles, blood, and wealth. More than anything, the Earl of Upperton wanted to hand down a fine and thriving estate to his son. All that mattered to the Earl was his son, and Isabella knew it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There would be nothing that she could say now to save herself because her father would always put Anthony and his happiness before Isabella and her own. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, my dear Isabella,” Esme Montague said the moment that Isabella had finished telling her every part of the conversation she had had with her father. “It would seem that you were not at all mistaken.” Tears shone in Esme’s eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, please do not cry, Esme. If you cry, then I shall cry. I shall be sunk then, and I do not want to be sunk,” Isabella said bravely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me; I shall be brave for your sake.” Esme dabbed at the corner of her eye with a neatly embroidered handkerchief. “After all, it is you who has an ordeal ahead, not me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps it shall not be such an ordeal, after all, Esme,” Isabella began with false hope. “Perhaps the man will be very different upon meeting. After all, all we have to judge him on is what we have heard over the years. Neither one of us knows him since nobody knows him. Perhaps he is not a monster.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps he is not a monster in his ways, my dear,” Esme said gently. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But he is very likely to be a monster in his appearance, is he not?” Isabella said, her hope dying. “Is that not what the entire county says about him? That he is too repulsive to be out in society, and so he has shut himself away all these years in that dreadful, overgrown estate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And it was true, that was exactly what the people of the county said of him; those who were inclined to gossip, at any rate. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was said that the Duke had been disfigured many years before, so badly that nobody could look upon him without fear. And because of his disfigurement, the Duke had hidden himself away, refusing all company, intent to see out his years alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As children, Isabella and Esme had often told stories of this monster. He had been a feature of their lives, dropping in and out of their world on a whim, making an appearance whenever they felt the need to frighten themselves in that childish, excited way of young girls. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And all the county knew that his estate, the Duchy estate of Coldwell, was a place out of bounds to all. Its very perimeter was so overgrown with the tallest trees and the densest, sharpest hawthorns, that the hall seemed almost as a fortress, a place from a dreadful fairytale that ought never to be entered by any good soul. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella had seen great swathes of the perimeter for herself over the years, the dense greenery so commonplace to her that it was almost beneath notice. It had been that way for as long as she could remember. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wonder why it is that the Duke has never taken a wife before?” Esme said, breaking the silence. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If he is so disfigured, then I hardly think that there would be a woman who would marry him,” Isabella answered and shuddered involuntarily. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But so many women, as you now well know, do not have a choice in these matters. So many women of our class are simply forced to marry a man of their father’s choosing, and so it would seem unusual that the Duke has not sought to find a wife by these means before.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps he has not yet met a man who is so close to financial penury that he would consider selling his own daughter. For, in the end, it is nothing more and nothing less.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And your father is such a man, is he not?” Even after all these years, Esme still spoke with caution when she spoke of Isabella’s father. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, he is such a man,” Isabella said with such an open display of distaste that Esme seemed taken aback. “And not only is he a man lacking funds, but he is a man who cares only for his son. I am nothing more than a commodity to be bartered. I am something to be used so that my spoiled little brother can live the full life of an Earl when the time comes. My life is sacrificed to his, is it not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know it is often so, my dear, but I think this is the cruelest case of such a thing I have ever seen.” Isabella’s open hostility in talking of her father had given Esme the confidence to speak fearlessly herself. “For not only is your father bartering you away as so many fathers have done over the years, but he is bartering you away to a monster, one that the rest of the county would fear to set eyes on.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And there is not one thing I can do about it,” Isabella said with a sigh, blinking hard lest the tears finally fall. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And she was determined, above all things that she would not cry about it. Crying would do her no good whatsoever, and she knew it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can your mother not be petitioned to help you?” Esme said in a tone which suggested that even she did not believe such a thing would come to pass. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think you know my mother as well as I know her, Esme. She is a weak creature at the best of times, but really, when it comes to something of such magnitude, I cannot think for a moment that she would open her mouth to speak once on the subject.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then it would seem that there is nothing to be done,” Esme said, her voice full of pain at the thought that she was soon to lose a friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Unless, of course, I think of something,” Isabella said doubtfully. “Unless I think of something very soon.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    The only person in all the world who knew of Isabella’s plan was Esme. The two had walked the perimeter of the Upperton Estate and talked the whole thing through.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella had known it would not do to talk in the house, even if they assumed themselves to be alone in the drawing room. Her father’s servants lived in fear of the Earl, either fear of his wrath or fear of dismissal, without reference, on a whim. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As such, many of them had turned to taking little stories to the Earl about this, that, and the other, in hopes of somehow generally keeping themselves safe. Isabella did not blame them for it as she did, in part at least, empathize with them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And so it was that she and Esme had put together a daring plan for escape as they had walked alone on the estate in the cool, early spring air. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And it was daring too, for it would require a certain amount of lone travel, something that Isabella had never done before. Furthermore, it would also require reliance on a long-forgotten family member who may, or may not, be on Isabella’s side in the thing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella knew that she would have to put her plan into action almost immediately. A second interview with her father had left her in no doubt that there was not a moment to waste. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now that you have had a little time in which to digest the information I gave you last week, I think it is time to discuss the practical arrangements for the wedding,” her father said matter-of-factly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Their second discussion on the matter did not take place in his study but in the drawing room with her mother in attendance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Countess of Upperton sat meekly at one end of a pretty, lemon yellow couch, perched as if she dared not relax entirely. It was a demeanour so often used by Isabella’s mother that she thought it must be, more than anything else, habit. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Whilst Isabella knew that there was much to pity in her mother’s circumstances, she thought that there was more to pity in her own at that moment. The fact that her mother, she knew, would say nothing in her defense, made her quietly angry. Would there ever come a time when her mother would raise her head up for the benefit of her firstborn child? Isabella very much doubted it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see,” Isabella said, knowing that there would be little argument to be had. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are to marry the Duke of Coldwell four weeks from now and so, I assume, there is much for you and your mother to discuss regarding preparations.” He smiled in a manner which seemed to jauntily dismiss what he likely thought of as the fripperies of female life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella wanted to scream; she wanted to stand up and overturn the oval mahogany table and listen to the satisfying smash of the teapot and crockery as everything hit the floor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Why on earth would her father think that she would be excited about such preparations? He was condemning her to marry a monster, surely it mattered not what she wore. And if this Duke, this ruined, recluse of a man, saw fit to purchase a bride he had never met, she thought it unlikely that he very much cared what she wore either. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot think that there will be much to prepare,” Isabella said although she was careful to keep her tone respectful. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, there will be your gown, my dear,” the Countess piped up meekly with a frozen smile on her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, my gown.” Isabella returned the frozen smile with one of her own. “Well, I am happy to leave such excitement to you, Mama.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As long as you understand that you will be well turned out on that day. I will not have you giving Elliot Covington any reason to turn you away at the last minute. Do you understand?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Papa,” Isabella said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She wondered at the idea of having to make herself beautiful for a man whose face, it was said, was so disfigured that he could not be seen out in society. And yet still it was Isabella, the powerless woman, who had to make herself pleasing. It was she who must hope that the monster would find her attractive. How she despised the world she lived in. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella had the beginnings of an idea and, as she let the remainder of the dreadful meeting wash over her whilst she kept silent, she knew that she would have to work on her plan immediately. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Although she had much of her plan worked out before she had seen Esme, to speak it out loud seemed to polish it and make it something more achievable in her eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella had a plan to run to Ireland. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Countess of Upperton had, Isabella knew, an aunt who lived in Ireland. It was an aunt whom Isabella had the vaguest recollection of meeting once when she was a little girl. The lady had seemed quite elderly to her then, but she supposed that it was a facet of youth. When you were little, everybody seemed so much older. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella could barely remember the woman’s face but had a general impression that she had been very kind and sweet. And, with no other family to speak of who would not give her away immediately, Isabella could think of none other to run to. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    From the moment she had hatched the plan, Isabella had been in a highly agitated and nervous state. She had first to discover the exact whereabouts of her great aunt, which necessitated a clandestine search of her mother’s papers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With a household full of quiet, nervous servants, to find an opportunity to search her mother’s room was no easy task. Her heart had thundered throughout the entire thing, and she wondered how, in the end, she would manage to go through with her plan if this simple task made her so nervous. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With the address secured and high hopes that her aunt had not moved to some other place in Ireland, there were other plans to make. Esme had procured a timetable of sailings from Liverpool to Ireland and had secretly passed her the paper, which had been folded so many times it was almost unreadable when she had opened it out. Still, she could see that there were regular sailings from Liverpool to Ireland and the timetable, tucked away inside her velvet drawstring purse, gave her quiet fortitude. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As far as making her way from her home in Hertfordshire to Liverpool, Esme had been of great assistance. Being free to make inquiries, Esme had sought out the best route to take. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will have to travel post-chaise from St Albans. There will be several changes to make on the journey, and it will take some days, but you will be in Liverpool before anybody thinks to look for you there,” Esme had said with some excitement. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Esme was the finest friend she had ever known. Despite the sadness that she was about to lose her friend to another country altogether, Esme was still determined to help her. She would rather see Isabella hundreds of miles away than have her in the same county, desperate and afraid in a marriage she did not want. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “St. Albans?” Isabella said, wondering how best to get there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After all, she knew she could not take one of her father’s carriages, nor could she risk having a horse saddled on the pretense of taking an early morning ride. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Whilst this would not have been entirely out of the common way, Isabella knew that there was too much at stake to have a curious servant wonder why it was she was taking a small bag of belongings on her early morning ride. It simply could not be done. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can think of no other way of secretly going to St Albans but to walk there,” Isabella had said when the two of them had discussed the problem at length. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is but four miles away, and it would, in the end, very likely be the best solution,” Esme said thoughtfully. “But I do not think that it would be wise to walk it in daylight. You risk exactly the same exposure as you would in taking the horse, would you not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, any number of people might see me making my way. And any of the servants might see me leaving Upperton with a bag.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As uncomfortable as it might be, I think you might have to leave in the middle of the night. You must be ready to make your way silently out of Upperton Hall and into the darkness. It fills me with dread on your account, my dear, but I think it is the only way.” Esme looked dreadfully concerned. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is the only way, Esme.” Isabella reached for her hand and squeezed it hard. “Whatever am I going to do without you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You cannot think of that now; you must not.” Esme blinked hard, and Isabella knew she had tears pricking her eyes. “You must think only of the plan and how best to execute it. The two of us will be friends always, have no doubt of that. Wherever you are in Ireland, I shall write to you every day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “At least we shall have that, Esme,” Isabella said brightly. “Which is likely more than I should be allowed if I am to stay and marry the monster.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You think it is likely he would not allow you to even correspond with me?” Esme seemed surprised as if she had not previously thought of such a thing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is not a risk I am prepared to take.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No indeed, nor shall you take it.” Esme became practical once more. “For you shall have courage and execute your plan perfectly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet, in the middle of the night, as Isabella crept down the main staircase with her small bag of possessions, she did not feel at all courageous; she felt terrified. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had decided to come down the main staircase rather than using the back staircase, the narrow staircase used by the servants. Isabella thought it more likely that she might run into one of the servants at that hour than a member of her own family. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And the butler and housekeeper would never allow the rest of the staff to wander at will through the main part of Upperton Hall until it came five o’clock in the morning and their work began. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Still, despite the fact that she could not imagine who she would happen upon in the middle of the night on the main staircase, Isabella held her breath. She felt a little lightheaded, and her hands were cold and clammy, her grip on the small bag of possessions slipping just a little. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had an awful feeling that the bag would slip from her grasp altogether and fall noisily down the rest of the staircase, alerting the whole household to her escape. But, in the end, it had not. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When she reached the bottom of the stairs, Isabella paused in the darkness, her eyes straining to see by the thinnest shards of moonlight. Her eyes began to slowly adjust to the gloom, and she could see no sign that she was anything other than alone in the great hallway. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet, she had the most awful feeling. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella waited just a moment longer, determined not to panic or rush things. She could hear nothing, nor see any movement in the darkness. Quite why she had a prickling sensation at the back of her neck, she could not say, although she assumed it must be on account of her heightened excitement and nerves. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Finally, she stepped off the bottom stair and crept silently across the tiles of the entrance hall. The only thing she could hear was the rustle of her own gown as its hem slid across the floor. She paused for a moment, thinking even that amount of noise was too much. Isabella was but three strides away from the great door. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her heart was beating so hard, and her breathing was so ragged, but she knew she must go on. She must get out of that house. Finally, she made to take the final steps, knowing that she could wait no longer. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think you forgot something.” The voice came from behind her, and Isabella almost screamed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anthony?” she said and turned slowly in the darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is.” Isabella and her brother had never been friends, and she wondered if there was any way to appeal to his better nature. “Surely you will need your timetable of the sailings from Liverpool to Ireland.” She could hear the amusement in his young voice; how cruel he sounded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As he took a few steps towards her, Isabella could see that her brother was holding the much-folded little timetable in his hand. In her heart of hearts, she knew that he was not about to hand it to her and that he was there simply to cruelly taunt her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anthony, you have been through my things to find that, have you not? You have been into my purse,” Isabella said reproachfully. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sister, I do hope you are not about to try to teach me about the rights and wrongs of such a thing when you yourself are clearly nothing more than a liar and a cheat who would see your family struggling in the dirt rather than do your duty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella knew that her escape had been thwarted. There would be no appealing to her brother’s better nature, for that young man of just fourteen years did not have one. He was nothing more than a younger version of their dreadful father, and she knew it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, you would also see me married to a monster to ensure that you have every luxury in life?” Isabella said, staving off feelings of pure hatred. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is your duty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what is your duty towards me? Or does nobody in this dreadful house have a duty towards my safety and happiness at all?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are but a woman, Isabella. You do not have any right to expect such a thing,” he spoke with casual haughtiness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He really was a very self-important little man. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you will see why it is that I must leave,” she said and reached for the timetable, despite the fact that she knew he would withdraw it the moment he saw her move. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are not going anywhere, Isabella. I will not allow it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are but fourteen years, and you do not have a right to allow or disallow anything in my world,” Isabella said angrily. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why do you not understand that, regardless of your greater years, you are nothing in this household? I will one day be Earl of this great estate, and you will be nobody. You are below me, beneath me, and you always will be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella turned and ran for the door. However, just as she reached for the great bolts which had been thrown across dutifully by the butler, she felt her brother seize her mercilessly by the hair and pull her backward. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella did not scream for she did not want to alert anybody to the struggle which was taking place as she bravely fought off her brother. However, her brother yelled and barked until footsteps could be heard coming from all around. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The hallway quickly began to fill with worried-looking servants, none of whom would have done a thing to rescue her from her brother’s cruel treatment. And then, worst of all, she heard the booming voice of her father bellowing from the top of the great staircase. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What on earth is going on?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the carriage approached the edge of the Coldwell Estate, Isabella let her eyes fall to her lap. She had seen the tangle of trees and thick hawthorns surrounding the grounds and could not bear to look as they approached the thick iron gates. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had seen the gates before; as a child, she had often peered at them in hopes of seeing something exciting. But she had always been thwarted, for there was nothing to see.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The driveway turned so sharply that an observer at the gates could see no more than a few feet of wide gravel path before it turned and was obscured by yet more thick, twisted hawthorns and extraordinarily tall leylandiis.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The estate really was cut off from the rest of the world, and Isabella wondered if she would ever pass out through the immense gates once she had entered. If she was to be a prisoner in that place for the rest of her life, then it might as well be her tomb, for her life was over. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Lord Upperton.” A man who had opened the gate approached the window of their carriage. “How nice to see you again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The man was certainly no servant, despite having unlocked and opened the gates wide with his own hands. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was a well-dressed man, clearly a gentleman, and Isabella wondered for a moment if he might possibly be the Duke. He was very tall and broadly built, with the vaguest stoop to his bearing as if he were perpetually about to duck. He had pale blond hair, so pale it was hard to tell if it was graying, and pale blue-gray eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But his face was certainly not ruined. It was not handsome, either, but there was no sign of the devastation she had come to expect. He was, perhaps, nearing forty years and so would have easily been the same age as the Duke.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah, Maguire,” her father said shortly. “I trust everything is ready.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed, it is, Lord Upperton.” The man nodded at the Earl matter-of-factly, not ingratiating himself to the man at all, despite the fact that he had just been spoken to like a servant. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Unless a man was of equal or greater title to her father, he spoke to them all in the same fashion. For a moment, in spite of her own fears, Isabella felt pleased to see a man who refused, albeit silently, to be cowed by the Earl of Upperton. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, we shall ride on through to the Duke’s chapel and get on with things,” the Earl said and moved away from the window, leaning back in his seat and turning his head in the opposite direction from Mr Maguire before loudly thumping at the ceiling of the carriage with his cane. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How rude he was; how terribly rude. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    However, Isabella had greater worries on her mind than her father’s appalling attitude. Mr Maguire was clearly not the Duke, and so she knew that she still had to face the monster. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the carriage rumbled on up the winding gravel driveway, Isabella was too afraid to look up. She imagined such a ruined place, a place full of cobwebs and fear and sadness, and she did not want to see it. She wanted to be herself just a few minutes longer and yet, as she looked down, all she could see was the gown that her mother had the seamstress make for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My dear, it shall need to be fitted again. The seamstress is here, and she is waiting in the morning room. Come, I shall stay with you and make sure that everything fits perfectly.” Her mother had approached her with such a tone of lightness that Isabella simply stared at her dumbfounded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I care not if the gown fits, Mama,” Isabella said angrily. “And I cannot understand why it is you expect me to be full of the excitement of the young, blushing bride when we both know that there is to be no excitement in my life. There is to be nothing but the fear and horror of being married to a monster, a man I have not yet even met.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please keep your voice down, my dear.” Lady Upperton looked as frightened as a startled dormouse. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course. After all, why should I do anything to make your life difficult, Mother?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you continue in this vein, you shall make all our lives difficult.” Her mother’s tone needled her greatly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And so, I am to be the sacrifice in your eyes too, am I? I am to curtsy and smile and be pleased for a gown I wish never to wear, just so that everybody’s lives can be made so much simpler. Go away, I do not wish you in the room when I am trying on this dreadful gown,” Isabella said and strode off in the direction of the morning room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Much to her dismay, the seamstress had made the most beautiful wedding gown imaginable. It was made of the purest ivory coloured silk, with an overlay of the most intricate lace Isabella had ever seen. The wide silk ribbon at the Empire line was simple, showing off the lace to its best advantage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And her maid of many years, with tears in her eyes, had tamed her dark brown curls, twisting them up onto the back of her head and securing them with the prettiest little combs. And those curls which framed her face were glossier than she had ever seen them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How Isabella wished herself as ugly as the monster. How she wished she had nothing to offer this dreadful man, for she felt sure that he had nothing to offer her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, tiring of the sight of her beautiful gown, Isabella finally looked up. The driveway was most awkward, bending this way and that seemingly for its full length. And either side it was lined with tall leylandii trees, effectively screening the driveway off from the rest of the estate. It was as if the Duke would even hide from an approaching visitor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the driveway began to straighten and the trees thinned out, Isabella knew that they were finally approaching Coldwell Hall. Her mouth was horribly dry, and her head pounded dreadfully. She could hardly think of a time when she had felt so unwell. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Knowing that she must finally lay eyes upon the place that was to be her prison, she turned to look out of the window and awaited her first view of the hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her father remained silent at her side, sitting on the furthest seat from her. The Earl had spoken not one word to her throughout their journey, not even to try to reassure her that all would be well. What sort of a father was he? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Coldwell Hall came into view, it did so quite suddenly. And not only was its appearance sudden that was so surprising. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was not the dilapidated, ruined place she had imagined. It was an immense, wonderful looking mansion built in the old style, with rounded towers at either end. It was built of a dark gray stone, and ivy and wisteria clung to the front, winding its way around the many stone mullioned windows. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet it was clear that the ivy and the wisteria were not neglected, rather they were neatly clipped, giving the whole building a magical appearance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    From the outside, at least, Coldwell Hall was a fairy tale; a good one, rather than a bad one. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The carriage continued around the side of the Great Hall, the driveway not becoming any narrower as it snaked its way down to a small, stone built family chapel. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The building was surrounded by magnolia trees, and Isabella could see the beginnings of new leaves and tiny buds and thought that the little chapel must look magnificent when the trees were in bloom. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Standing at the side of one of the columns of the front porch of the little chapel was a minister. A man of God who was going to marry her to a monster against her will. Was there really nobody to help her? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The moment the carriage drew to a halt, the Earl leaped out and darted around to open her door. He took her hand and gently helped her down as if he were the finest father in creation. He smiled warmly, although Isabella noted that he did not for a moment meet her eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Feeling hot and sick, Isabella stared down at the gravel until she heard the sound of approaching hooves. She looked up to see the man who had let them into the estate, Mr Maguire, drawing up on horseback. He had no doubt ridden back from the gate.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, it looks as if we are all here,” the Minister said and rubbed his hands together hard as if it were a cold day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella fixed the Minister with a stare and realized that he was nervous. Whether he was nervous of sacrificing a young woman as he must surely know he was about to, or nervous to be in the company of the monster, Isabella could not say. Either way, she found she could not care for his feelings. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes. The time has come,” her father said as if he was trying to coax his guests into dinner rather than forcing his own daughter towards the worst day of her life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Right … well …” With a last look at Isabella, the Minister turned his back and dashed inside the small chapel. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When next she saw him, he was already in position at the top end of a small aisle. No doubt he was ready to hear their hasty vows. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Earl held out his arm for her to take, but she did not take it. Isabella looked at him with every ounce of the hatred she felt for the man. If there were one good thing to come out of this day, it would be that she would no longer be under his control. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yes, she would be under the control of the monster, but at least she could turn her back on her father forever. She could turn her back on her entire family and the Upperton Estate, never to set eyes on it again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Turning to look away from him, Isabella marched up the aisle. She could hear her father’s footsteps as he hurried to keep up, doing what he could to maintain appearances. But maintain them for whose sake? After all, there was hardly anybody there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Besides her father, Mr Maguire, and the Minister, there was only the bride and groom themselves. What did she care what any of them thought? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella felt suddenly defiant, almost brave. She strode towards the Duke fearlessly. She stared at his back as he looked resolutely towards the front of the little chapel, neither looking left nor right. Obviously, he did not care about the appearance of his bride. But clearly, he did not care about her personality either or, indeed, any little detail of her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, Isabella felt certain that her sudden flash of anger-fueled bravery could only exist whilst the Duke looked ahead of him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As she stood at his side, her veil was already away from her face. As she had climbed out of the carriage, Isabella had not bothered to pull it over her maiden cheeks. Perhaps that was something that her mother might have attended to, had she deigned to go with them and see her only daughter married. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella brazenly turned her head to look at the Duke. He was a good deal taller than she, that much she could almost feel as they stood side-by-side. His hair was a dark ash brown, thick and smooth. And, although she knew him to be eighteen years her senior, his fine, olive coloured skin seemed to proclaim otherwise. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For a moment, Isabella stood in some confusion. Was this the Duke of Coldwell? Was this the monster of the stories that she and Esme had shared, had terrified each other with when they were little? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Surely there must be some mistake. The man who stood at her side, still resolutely staring towards the front of the chapel, was a most handsome man indeed. He had a very strong face in profile, and she could see that his eyes were rather a beautiful green. He had thick brows which were dark, giving him an almost Mediterranean look. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If this was, indeed, the ruined Duke, a man who kept to the walls of his mansion perpetually, then his skin must be naturally dark. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Isabella studied him quite shamelessly, she thought it an odd musing. What did it matter how he looked? She did not want to marry a stranger, and that was all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to witness …” the Minister began without so much as the singing of a hymn to make this anything like a real wedding ceremony. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella barely listened, and twice the Minister had to prompt her to make her responses when giving her vows. She did not want to hear it; she did not want to listen as her individuality was ripped away from her, only to be replaced with the lifelong title of wife. The monster’s wife. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Again, she looked to her side at the man she was marrying and wondered how it could be that his face was so handsome. As far as she could tell, he was not a monster at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I now pronounce you man and wife.” She was vaguely aware that the seal had most definitely been set upon her own fate.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She turned to scowl at the Minister. The shameful man knew exactly what he had done. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may kiss your bride, Your Grace,” the Minister said, finally confirming for her that she had, indeed, married the Duke of Coldwell. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For a moment, the Duke did not move. He stood still as he had done throughout the ceremony, still staring at some far-off point in the distance. In the end, Isabella heard the Duke nervously clear his throat as he finally turned to face his wife. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At that moment, when she saw him face on for the first time, Isabella almost screamed. She had not been expecting him to be scarred after all. She had expected the right side of his face to be as smooth and as handsome as the left. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But she did not scream, she could not. The idea that this man was about to kiss her was more than she could stand and, with a deepening sense of panic and her breaths coming harder and harder, spots appeared before her eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella tried to blink, tried to stay upright but, in the end, she could not. Blackness overtook her, and she was unconscious before she hit the flagstones of the chapel floor. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    When she finally awoke, it was to find herself laying in a large and comfortable bed. Her head was throbbing horribly, and she had no idea where she was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With that sense of dread that one gets when waking in a strange place, Isabella determined not to open her eyes fully and, instead, simply peered through the tiniest gap. She did not want anybody present to know that she had awoken, at least not until she had her bearings and her memories intact once more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When she realized that she was alone in the room, Isabella let her eyes fly wide open. She tried to sit up in the bed, despite the throbbing pain. She reached up to touch the back of her head and could feel a pronounced lump there. She must have hit her head surely, or been hit. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Slowly, her memories began to glide back in. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, dear Lord,” she said, remembering everything with such a sense of desolation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was a married woman; that much she knew. And she had not married the handsome man with the green eyes and the dark skin. No, she truly had been married away to the monster. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With a shudder, she recalled the sight which had finally made her succumb to unconsciousness. Once again, beads of cold perspiration erupted on her back as she remembered the sight she would never forget. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When the Duke had turned to face her in the chapel, the ruination of the right side of his face was plain. The skin was a mixture of angry red and purple with raised lines of silvery white, shiny skin. He had been burned; that much was clear. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The burn had taken almost all that side of his face, and she could see that it would continue down his neck, somewhere beneath his smart necktie. Perhaps the scarring had taken all that side of his body, there was no way of knowing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His hair seemed largely intact on that side, barring a small, shiny patch of skin by his left temple. Apart from that, the only other part of that side of his face still intact, still as it ought to have been, was his other eye. It stood out starkly, beautiful and green, against the dark and angry skin of his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella remembered that in those last moments before the world grew dark, she had stared into those green eyes, and they had fixed her with such a look of pain that she could not bear it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The door to the chamber opened suddenly, and Isabella gasped. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” she said in a high-pitched voice which gave her away for being almost overcome with fear. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My name is Kitty Smith, Your Grace. My master sent me in to take care of you,” the woman said and closed the door behind her before walking into the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kitty Smith was an extraordinarily thin woman in late middle age. Her silvery gray hair was pulled back into a harsh bun at the back of her head and her dark gown covered by a brilliant white apron silently informed Isabella that Kitty was a maid. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace?” Isabella said, sounding startled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are the Duchess of Coldwell now, Your Grace.” Despite having a thin, almost gaunt face, Kitty Smith’s smile was full of warmth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, of course,” Isabella said absentmindedly. “But I do not want to be called Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is no other way for me to address you, not respectfully.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I suppose that is true.” Isabella tried again to sit up in the bed. “I just feel that I am never to hear my name spoken aloud again. But perhaps a prisoner does not need to hear her own name. Perhaps she does not need to be reminded of the person she once was.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must not see yourself as a prisoner.” Kitty Smith hurried over to the bed and hastily rearranged the pillows before helping Isabella to sit up a little straighter and lean against them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me. I am being melancholy. I ought not to have said such a thing before you,” Isabella said apologetically. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not at all, Your Grace,” Kitty said kindly. “I daresay it can be an unsettling thing to become suddenly married.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Married to a man one has never met before.” Isabella knew she was saying too much, especially to a maid, but she felt she had no choice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She did not know where she was within the walls of Coldwell Hall. The mansion had looked immense from the outside, almost like a castle, and she thought she could have been anywhere. She could have been behind any of the windows that she had seen from the outside or a hundred more that were undoubtedly around the back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a thing that she could hardly have worked out, given that the heavy brocade curtains were firmly closed. Despite the fact that two large oil lamps lit the room very well indeed, Isabella had the impression that it was not full night outside. Perhaps she had not been unconscious for very long at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How long have I been here?” Isabella said, keen to change the subject. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Some three or four hours, Your Grace. And you have been unconscious for that whole time. You must have hit your head very hard indeed, although the physician says that you will recover completely; he is sure of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I shall live,” Isabella said, making it sound like a terrible prospect. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Your Grace.” The older woman’s eyes showed most plainly that she felt terribly sorry for Isabella. “You must not think like that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, but I feel so very lost.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is understandable, but you will soon grow used to it. Coldwell Hall is a beautiful place, a wonderful home for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This room certainly seems very nice, Kitty.” Isabella fought hard to make ordinary conversation. “Not at all what I had expected.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The room was very large and the immense four-poster bed its central feature. The bed was ornately made and wider than any place she had ever slept in her life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She could not quite discern the colour of the walls by the light of the oil lamps but thought that they were of a light hue. No doubt, in the daytime, the room seemed very light and bright indeed, especially when the curtains were pulled back from what promised to be very large windows. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is it not, Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I suppose I had not imagined that Coldwell Hall would be so well looked after. You see, I had this idea that it would be …” She paused, seeing a look of sadness on Kitty’s face. “Sorry, you must forgive me. I must have hit my head harder than I thought.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You need not apologize, Your Grace,” Kitty said. “I am sure that you would not be the only person in the county to think that Coldwell Hall was an old ruin of a place, sinister and decrepit.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “In truth, that is precisely what I had thought.” Isabella was too exhausted to find some way of successfully denying it. “And there is, of course, much unusual talk of Coldwell Hall and its master about the county. I suppose it is unavoidable, given that the Duke would seem to be something of a recluse.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He was never a recluse by choice, Your Grace,” Kitty went on sadly. “But merely circumstances.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am quite sure.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is a good man, really he is. I know that he is not easy to look upon in the beginning, but you soon come to forget it all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Surely not!” Isabella regretted her words immediately. “I mean, forgive me, but the Duke’s disfigurement is so very extensive.”   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is, but I promise you there will come a day when you will look at him and not even see it. You have only to give him a chance, and that is all.” There was wisdom in Kitty’s thin, lined face, and it gave Isabella a feeling of safety. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    However, despite her polite smiles and nods, Isabella could not for a moment imagine ever looking upon that face and not seeing the scars. How could one look upon such devastation and not see it? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For a moment, Isabella was almost overcome with the desire to find out exactly what had happened to the Duke of Coldwell. She almost asked the maid outright before stopping herself, knowing that her curiosity at such a time was truly inappropriate. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you worked here at Coldwell Hall for a long time, Kitty?” Once again, Isabella deftly changed the subject. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Longer than I care to remember, Your Grace.” Kitty chuckled as she made her way to a great mahogany dresser and opened one of the drawers. “I have been here more than thirty years since His Grace was nothing but a boy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you must be very happy here, Kitty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I could not imagine being more settled anywhere else. But perhaps that is because I do not know anything else anymore. I was but one and twenty when I first came here as lady’s maid to the last Duchess, His Grace’s mother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You had done well to have such a position by that age, Kitty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had always wanted to be a lady’s maid; to fix a fine lady’s hair and attend to her wardrobe. When I first came to Coldwell Hall, it was my dream come true.” She turned from the dresser holding an immaculately white nightgown. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She seemed to have drifted off into thoughts of the past, to the days when she was a busy lady’s maid to a fine Duchess. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How wonderful,” Isabella said as she tried to find some normality in the conversation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But it has been more than eighteen years since I have been able to undertake my old duties,” Kitty spoke sadly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am terribly sorry.” Isabella realized that that must surely have been when the old Duchess had died. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, she did not think she ought to ask for any further details until she had come to know Kitty Smith a little better. She was still so very out of sorts and most uncomfortable to be living in Coldwell Hall that she did not want to alienate her potential ally. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps when you come to think about your own lady’s maid, Your Grace, you might consider me?” Kitty said a little shyly. “I realize that I am not a young woman anymore, but I have kept myself well informed of the current fashions and hairstyles.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I should be very pleased, Kitty,” Isabella said genuinely. “After all, you have done much to put me at my ease on a most difficult day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know it is difficult for you, Your Grace.” Kitty laid the beautiful nightgown out over the foot of the bed. “But things will settle down, I promise you. All will be well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Kitty spoke, Isabella could feel her warmth. It was almost as if everything truly would be well, despite the fact that Isabella could see no evidence of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Kitty, is my father still here?” The sudden thought made Isabella sit bolt upright, her pillows tumbling left and right behind her and her head throbbing painfully. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am afraid he is not, Your Grace,” Kitty said, and Isabella could see the hint of disapproval in the woman’s eyes. It was disapproval that made Isabella warm to her all the more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If I were to hazard a guess, Kitty, I would say that my father was already stepping back into his carriage as I lay unconscious on the flagstones of the chapel.” Isabella heard the bitterness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I could not say, Your Grace. The Duke and Mr Maguire brought you straight over to the hall. His Grace carried you himself.” Kitty smiled as if the idea was most romantic. “And then he sent immediately for the physician. There was much hustle and bustle, and I cannot say that I saw your father in the hall at any point.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quite so; my own experience tells me that I ought not to have assumed that he would have waited long enough to discover if I was even to live.” Isabella’s voice faltered, and she felt suddenly tearful and extremely sorry for herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was not that she missed her father, nor even did she want him there. It was just the idea that she was genuinely uncared for in this world. At least uncared for by anybody who could do anything to preserve her circumstances. If only Esme were there with her; if only she could hold her friend’s hand for one last time. The thought of it finally made her cry. And it was the first time she had cried in all of it; from the moment her father had declared she would marry, these were the first tears she had shed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her resolve to remain steadfast had finally broken. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There, there, my dear,” Kitty said, and Isabella was relieved that she had chosen an endearment rather than Your Grace. “Just because you have left behind a family of little care does not mean that you have walked into another just the same. You will find people here who cared greatly, really you will. There is little wonder that you are afraid, what young woman would not be? And I shall help you in any way I can, and you will find that I am not the only one. You will be cared for, my dear, really you will.” Kitty had perched awkwardly on the side of the bed and had reached out to take Isabella into her arms.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Whilst she was the maid, she was still an older woman with much more idea about the world and its goings-on than Isabella had. And, in the style of many an older woman, she could not bear to see a younger woman so distressed, so wanting for affection, and not provide it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And, for her part, Isabella could not have been more grateful. She needed a friend more than anything in the world. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    When she awoke the following morning, Isabella felt a genuine sense of being trapped. Her marriage had finally settled into her properly, making her believe it was true; it really had happened. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was no sign that Kitty had been into her yet, and so Isabella guessed it must still be very early. She’d slept so well she could hardly believe it. After Kitty had brought her a light meal of meat and warm potatoes, Isabella had climbed back into bed, and that was the last thing she could remember.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She could only think that it was the head injury which had allowed her to sleep so peacefully in such new and frightening circumstances. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tentatively, Isabella raised her hand to the back of her head and was pleased to discover that the bump had receded a good deal. She felt a little more like her old self in terms of feeling substantial and strong physically. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rising from the comfortable bed, Isabella tiptoed quietly over to the windows and drew back the heavy brocade curtains just enough to be able to peer out, hopefully unseen. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Before her lay a scene which took her breath away; she was staring out what must surely be the back of Coldwell Hall onto beautiful, dense woodland. In truth, to describe it as woodland was to do it no justice for it was vast, reaching out to the very edges of the estate, at least as far as Isabella could see. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Realizing that she would not be seen by anybody below since there was nobody there, Isabella drew the curtains back wide at every window and let the early morning sunlight flood in. She turned to look back into the room, to see it in the daylight. Its cream walls made it light and airy, and the room was at least four times the size of the one she had inhabited back at Upperton Hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She wondered if that was to be her room forever, or if she would finally be expected to lay alongside the Duke. The very thought made her shudder. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To take her mind off things, Isabella turned back to the beautiful woodlands. She could see several paths beginning to run into it and thought that there must be many little walks in that place. She looked out across the treetops, that fresh, bright green of spring seeming to overwhelm her in a very fine way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As she stared out, Isabella thought she could see some stonework high in the treetops. She knew, of course, that it could not be suspended there, but there must be a building of some sort. Straining to see better, Isabella thought she could make out a castellated ridge as if what she was seeing was part of a castle turret. It was smaller, she was sure, and she could not see the thing entirely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What a curious thing to have in the middle of woodland. Isabella wondered if she would ever be allowed outside; if she would be able to take one of the pathways into the woodland and find the building. Quite why she felt the sudden need to satisfy her curiosity when everything else in her life was so uncertain was quite beyond her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The door opened with a creak, and Isabella spun around fast, her heartbeat quickening. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s only me, Your Grace,” Kitty said with a smile. “I’m just bringing your water jug.” Kitty advanced into the room and set the jug on top of a beautiful mahogany washstand in the far corner. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella could see tendrils of steam rising up from the jug and thought that the water must be wonderfully warm. How kind Kitty was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Kitty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you been awake for long, Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just a few minutes.” She turned away from the window and walked into the room. “I must admit that I slept very well indeed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And how do you feel this morning?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “In terms of health and vitality, Kitty, I feel very much better,” she said with a smile. “But I must admit, regarding my own heart and mind; I am still very much at sea.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then let us hope that today brings a little more peace to your heart. Perhaps when you have had a chance to look around the place and see how beautiful it is, you might feel a little better.” Kitty smiled at her hopefully. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Am I expected to stay in this room, Kitty?” Isabella said uncertainly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness me, no.” Kitty laughed. “You really are not a prisoner.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Am I to go downstairs to take my breakfast?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may have your breakfast wherever you choose. If you would prefer to have it here, then I shall bring it up to you. If you would prefer to go down to the breakfast room, I will escort you so that you know your way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella mulled it over for a moment. It was true that she did want to have a look around the place, just so that she could shift the feeling that she was trapped inside that room forever. But she could not help wondering if the Duke would be taking his breakfast also. Could she really sit with him and eat bacon and tomatoes without concern? And would he care to see her at all after she had fainted away at the sight of his face on their wedding day? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps I will take my breakfast in my room this morning, Kitty. It might be wise to slowly get used to things, might it not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As you wish,” Kitty said with a nod. “I shall go down and collect you some breakfast now and then help you dress when you are ready.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella was surprised by the amount she was able to eat, taking not only bacon and tomatoes but some toast and a large boiled egg also. Kitty had left her alone to eat, to enjoy her meal in private. When she poured the steaming hot tea into the cup, Isabella felt greatly refreshed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She rose, holding her cup and saucer, and returned to the window to look out at the stone turret. She had wanted to ask Kitty about it but, as with everything else she had wanted to ask, she decided to wait until she knew her lady’s maid a little better. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Kitty returned to help her dress, Isabella was already looking through the great wardrobe. She immediately found her own collection of gowns, but they were swamped by a very much larger collection. Isabella could not help wondering who the gowns belonged to and, in the moment before Kitty returned to her, she hurriedly sorted through them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The gowns looked new, unworn, and were very beautiful indeed. But if the Duke was, indeed, a recluse, a man who had lived alone for many years, why was it that there was a wardrobe full of beautiful gowns? Was there another lady here? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have found your gowns, Your Grace,” Kitty said as she bustled back into the room.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I have found my gowns, Kitty; I thank you,” Isabella said, still confused. “But I have found some other gowns also, hanging alongside mine. Tell me, who do they belong to?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They belong to you.” Kitty smiled and looked in longingly at the gowns. “They are lovely, are they not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They are very beautiful, but I do not see how they are mine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “His Grace had them made up for you before you came. He wanted you to have everything you needed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But how could he be sure that they would fit me? The Duke and I did not even meet until yesterday in the chapel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He asked your father for one of your gowns so that the seamstress might be able to make up one that would fit you. And if there are any alterations to be made, the seamstress will return and give you a proper fitting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I see,” Isabella said, dumbfounded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For a moment, she thought that the effort that the Duke had gone to was extraordinarily thoughtful. However, her optimism quickly turned to dust as she thought that having everything she needed might mean that she need never leave Coldwell Hall again. Everything was so confusing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Which gown would you like to wear, Your Grace?” Kitty opened the second door to the wardrobe out wide. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think, for today at least, I shall wear this one.” Isabella pointed to one of her own gowns, a neat but practical gown in a very pale green. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella did not want to antagonize the Duke by choosing not to wear one of his gowns, but neither did she want to immediately go out of her way to appease him. If she was to spend a lifetime with such a man, she did not want to begin as her mother had done. She wanted to maintain something of herself, her individuality, and if it turned out to be the wrong thing to do, she would deal with the consequences as they came. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What a lovely colour. It suits your pale skin and dark hair perfectly,” Kitty said, laying the dress out on the bed and admiring it genuinely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kitty had Isabella ready in no time and seemed to enjoy herself thoroughly. Isabella thought that she must have been a very good lady’s maid when she had attended the previous Duchess and was glad to see that the woman was enjoying the reprisal of her old role. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Kitty. How very skilled you are.” Isabella looked at her hair in the mirror. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do have such lovely hair, my dear.” Once again, Kitty’s absent-minded familiar tone in her address of the new Duchess was comforting, almost motherly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What am I to do now?” Isabella asked uncertainly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I am to take you down to meet Mr Crawford Maguire.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Maguire? Oh, he is a tall man with the pale hair who opened the gates to my father’s carriage yesterday.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quite so.” Kitty smiled. “The Duke thought it best that you speak with Mr Maguire so that he might be able to answer any questions that you have. Perhaps then, with some of your questions answered, you might feel a little more comfortable here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I certainly hope so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As fearful as Isabella was of leaving the room, she was equally desperate to step out through the open door. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kitty led her along a wide corridor, its walls adorned with some of the biggest portraits she had ever seen. The corridor was wide and gave a true sense of how large Coldwell Hall must really be. There were many doors and many rooms, and she wondered if she would ever come to know the place properly; if she would ever feel it to be her home. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She walked smartly down the immense main staircase behind Kitty and marveled at how ornate the glossy woodwork was. As she continued down the stairs, she could not help reaching out and running a finger down it, feeling the smoothness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Arriving in the entrance hall was quite unforgettable. It was almost the size of the small ballroom back at Upperton and so grand it took her breath away. There was an ornate, life-size horse carved beautifully from wood and, sitting atop it, was a full suit of armour staged to look as if there truly was a man inside it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There were shields everywhere and great plaques containing swords and spears as ornaments on the oak-paneled walls. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was quite a display, and it gave her the feeling, just for a moment, of being inside a medieval castle, a place ever ready for an attack from the outside.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella continued to follow Kitty for what felt like an age, turning this way and that down long corridors. Eventually, they arrived outside a partially open door, and Kitty paused. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not think I shall find my way back to the room,” Isabella said, feeling suddenly nervous and not really wanting Kitty to leave her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry; I shall come back for you.” And with that, Kitty laid a comforting hand on her forearm.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Isabella said and took a deep breath before tapping gently on the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Kitty clipped away down the corridor, the door opened, and Crawford Maguire smiled down at her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He really was very tall, although he did not seem in any way intimidating. His gray-blue eyes looked down upon her kindly, and she felt her nerves instantly soothed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do come in and take a seat,” he said as he ushered her into the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a dark wood-paneled room with many shelves, all littered with books. There was a rich oak desk, the largest she had ever seen and equally double the size of the one in her father’s study. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Crawford Maguire bypassed the desk and showed her to one of two large, high-backed armchairs by a wide, low window. Isabella looked out, trying to get her bearings, and thought she must be in a room which looked out over the east side of the estate. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she said as she took her seat. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I trust you are feeling better? Your head?” He looked at her with kind concern. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. The lump is very much smaller; I thank you.” Isabella resisted the urge to reach up and check. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you have recovered from … the shock?” He spoke cautiously, but he need not say more; it was clear he was referring to the Duke’s appearance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did not mean to cause offence,” she said quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course.” He smiled. “It is just the way of things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not understand what I am to do next. I mean, am I to stay in my room? Am I allowed to walk freely?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are not a prisoner, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I may leave?” she said defiantly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know quite how to answer. You are a married woman now, and you must ask your husband such a question.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I am a prisoner,” she said sullenly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot recognizes how difficult these early days will be for you. He is not without compassion.” Crawford smiled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” she said and thought the two men must surely be long-acquainted if Crawford Maguire could speak of the Duke in terms of his first name. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And he would not wish to force you into his company.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then what am I to do?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “All he asks is two hours a day. Two hours in which to sit and talk in the drawing room every evening.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see,” she said uncertainly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The rest of the time is your own to spend as you see fit.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Am I free to walk the grounds?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, you are.” He laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And the Hall?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anywhere you wish. Nowhere is out of bounds to you, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella chewed thoughtfully at her bottom lip; this was not what she had expected at all. And the idea that she might explore at will gave her a childish sense of excitement, almost as if she were being allowed free range in another’s home. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But, of course, it was her home now too. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you may direct the servants in any way you wish. Perhaps you would like to address the cook about menus and the housekeeper about any other matters. They are good staff and very attentive. I believe you have already been approached by Kitty in respect of the position of lady’s maid?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. Kitty has been most kind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is a very fine woman.” He smiled warmly, and Isabella wondered if she might not find much in common with Crawford Maguire along the way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, I must spend just two hours with the Duke daily?” Isabella wanted it confirmed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, in the evening. Kitty will advise you of the time each day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I may keep to my … my own room?” Her cheeks flushed hot to have to discuss such a thing with a man she barely knew. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course. The Duke has hopes that you will find it most comfortable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” Isabella tried to hide the sweeping relief; she did not want this man to know how she dreaded laying with the Duke. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am here most days, Your Grace,” he began. “And I keep a chamber here and this study. If you have any problems or questions, I can generally be found somewhere on the estate or in the Hall.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” She smiled and sensed that their meeting was drawing to a close. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When she finally made her way out into the corridor, she was pleased to see Kitty waiting for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kitty had been right; she did feel a little better. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kitty came for her later that day to tell her that the Duke would receive her in the drawing-room at seven o’clock. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will I see the Duke every evening at seven o’clock, Kitty?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I think the time will change here and there along the way.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Am I to dress for it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just as you would normally, Your Grace.” Kitty smiled. “You look so worried, and you have no need, I promise. The Duke is a good man and very fine company. Once you come to know him, I am sure you will be greatly impressed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella felt a little sad, thinking how upsetting it must be for Kitty to think back to when the Duke had been a boy, his face unspoiled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sure that I shall.” Isabella was anything but. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Kitty finally led her down to the drawing room, a room she had yet to enter, Isabella’s nerve almost left her completely. Although her first day had eased the fear a little, and Crawford Maguire had done much to make her feel more secure, the memory of that dreadful, ruined face came back to her with full force. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her fear was suddenly so great that Isabella wanted to run away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The gown suits you very well, Your Grace.” Kitty seemed to sense her nerves. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you. It is a very fine gown.” Isabella looked down at herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had chosen to wear one of the gowns the Duke had arranged to be made for her, deciding against any sort of open rebellion on their first evening, despite her earlier determination. Her fear was riding high enough without adding to it with her own petulance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Kitty, I am terribly afraid,” she whispered desperately when they arrived outside the drawing-room door. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have courage, my dear.” Kitty, motherly once again, took her hand. “You will come to know him, and your fear will dissolve. Please believe me, you are perfectly safe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kitty opened the door before Isabella had time to turn on her heel, and she quickly ushered her in.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Duchess, Your Grace,” she said in a warm tone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Kitty,” he replied as he rose to his feet. “Do come in, Isabella.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His voice was very deep and smooth indeed, and Isabella wondered if it had sounded so in the cool, spartan little chapel. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Isabella said meekly as she walked slowly into the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Kitty,” the Duke said, dismissing his servant most pleasingly and politely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella dwelled hard upon it, thinking it best to concentrate upon points in the Duke’s favour. He obviously liked Kitty, as did she. So, a point in the Duke’s favour. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You walk as one on her way to the gallows, Isabella,” he spoke in a tone which was neither antagonistic nor amused. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella wished she could read at least a little something from it but could not. She looked nervously towards him and realized just how poorly lit the room was.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was early spring, and the darkness was beginning to fall outside. The curtains had been drawn, and pale lamps cast an orange glow everywhere, without truly lighting the place. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Should I sit?” she asked meekly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please do,” he said. “Perhaps you would care to take the chair I have set for you there.” He pointed to a high-backed armchair with a side table next to it, upon which stood one of the few lamps. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella made her way to the chair and noted that the Duke stood sideways on to her, not turning his head, even when it would have been easier to do so. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The moment she sat down, he sat also. The glow from the lamp on the table lit her area well, but somehow made the Duke, just a few feet away, seem cast into darkness. She could only just see him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His chair, although not far from hers, was set a little sideways on also. Even when her eyes began to adjust to the gloom, she could see only the unspoiled, handsome side of his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How is your head, Isabella?” he began. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am recovered, Sir. I thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot,” he said in a somewhat stiff tone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot,” she parroted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sorry that you were not better prepared for yesterday’s ordeal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I … I …” Isabella hardly knew how to answer. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She could not agree and confirm that it had, indeed, been an ordeal. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are embarrassed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know what to say.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have lived with my own dreadful appearance for many years, Isabella. You shall not offend me by referring to it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We are married, after all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I realize that this is very difficult for you. You must miss your home terribly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No.” She spoke so vehemently she could hardly believe it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do not miss your family?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I do not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You seem angry with them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because you are here now with me, and you blame them for it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know how to answer you truthfully without giving offence.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not trying to trick you. You may answer truthfully.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella stared over at him through the gloom for a moment. She could make out his handsome, strong profile well now that she had acclimatized to the darkness, although she could not see his green eyes, or at least the one on the left side of his face, the only one facing her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Instead, it looked dark, almost black, giving him an ever more brooding appearance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You cannot think I was pleased to be forced to marry a man I did not know; a man I had never met before my wedding day.” If he were going to give her the opportunity to speak freely, she would take it lest she never have another chance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A man so disfigured that the children of the county tell stories about him to thrill and frighten each other,” he said in a flat tone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are angry, are you not, that I fainted away?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not angry, no.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must surely be displeased in some way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am aware of the effect my appearance has on a person who is encountering it for the first time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I apologize for fainting, Elliot.” It felt strange to address him so. “But you must surely understand that I was already in a nervous state before I had even come into your estate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sure.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know nothing of you. You might be cruel or bad tempered for all I can say. All I have to compare you to is, as you say, the gossip and stories. I do not mean to suggest that they are true, but I should like you to see it from my viewpoint if you will.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A young woman brought to a strange place by her father to marry a man she might be wise to fear?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Exactly so,” she said and was relieved that when he said she must speak freely, he seemed to have meant it. “And so, you must not assume it was your appearance alone which led me to such fear because it was not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But it must have had some effect.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have asked me to speak plainly and I shall,” she began after taking a deep breath. “I had not known what to expect, and I was surprised by your scars. When you turned, I … I …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You had expected me to be as I am on this side.” He raised a hand to the unspoiled side of his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have been honest indeed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You asked me to be so, Sir.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did your father give you no say?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “None. But that is not out of the common way. My father does not give say to any person who does not hold a higher rank. It has always been so, and I am well used to it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sorry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “To find that he had abandoned me here without waiting to enquire after my health came as no surprise to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot imagine having so careless a father.” His voice was so smooth that Isabella closed her eyes. It was another point in the Duke’s favour. “But I suspected as much. I suspected that your father was a careless man when he did not think it necessary for us to meet beforehand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you still went ahead.” Isabella could hear the accusation in her own voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes.” He paused for a long time. “I have spent a good many years in isolation, and I acted out of my own selfishness. It is difficult to explain what it is like to have lived as I have. I do not tell you so in order to extract pity, for I would not wish for it. I tell you only in explanation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see.” And Isabella believed him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It would seem we have talked of the deeper issues very early. Perhaps that is simply the nature of a marriage made just as ours was.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is no allowance for coming slowly to know a person, I daresay.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But perhaps you could manage just two hours in every day?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course.” Isabella could not stop her mind racing ahead. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Would there come a time when two hours of conversation a day was not enough for Elliot? Would he want more from her? Would he want something she could not give? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you seen anything of the estate today?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Only a little of the Hall,” she said and was grateful for the sudden change in direction. “I am greatly impressed by the entrance hall. It is so very grand and so large.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And the knight in shining armour? Do you like him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The steed is carved most beautifully. It is so intricate that I returned to it twice more to make a study. And the armour is most impressive. Is it genuine?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have never been able to get to the bottom of that question.” He laughed suddenly, and Isabella was surprised by it. She was surprised that a man so disfigured would ever find anything to laugh at again. “It has been here for many generations. Or, at least, that is what my father told me. And he always said that it had been worn by a brave knight in battle. He would tell such wonderful stories of his escapades.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You laugh, Elliot. Did you not believe your father?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He teased me a good deal and was a man who liked to weave fairy tales for the delight of his children. In such matters, I never knew when to believe him.” He spoke so fondly that Isabella felt affected by it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What must it be like to have a father who would enjoy teasing his children playfully and telling them great tales? Instead of a father who ignored and dismissed, paying attention only to berate and bully. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you have been blessed,” Isabella spoke without thinking. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How could she have described such a man as blessed? Oh, how she wished she could have taken it back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is true, Isabella. My father was a very fine man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must miss him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do.” He said quietly. “I miss them all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella could sense that he spoke the last vaguely as if it had been a thought he had not intended to voice. She knew she could not question him further. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    However, she did wonder about his family. Had he siblings? She had never heard of it before. And his mother, she knew, had passed away eighteen years before. That much she had learned from Kitty. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When the time was right, she would ask Kitty more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tell me, do you have everything you need?” he said in a much brighter voice as if he wished to wash away the last sombre moments. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. I thank you.” She thought of her wardrobe. “And I thank you for the gowns; they are beautiful. It was most thoughtful of you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If there are any which do not fit, they will be altered for you as you wish. And if you require any others, you have only to ask.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How kind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can see that the gown you have chosen this evening fits you very well.” His voice lowered. “Very well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For a moment, Isabella felt a little panic stricken. It was nice to be complimented in such a way but, at the same time, she did not want Elliot Covington to be attracted to her; she could not bear it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she said in a tiny voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, perhaps we have had conversation enough for this evening,” he said and seemed to have come to a very sudden decision. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella thought that they could not have been in the drawing room together for anything close to the two hours she had been expecting and wondered why he suddenly wanted to put an end to it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As you wish,” she said and hoped she sounded neutral. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She did not want to sound as if she was keen to escape his company. In truth, she was not altogether keen to run away. The Duke had been pleasant enough and their conversation more open than she had expected if a little awkward at times. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He turned a little from her and looked towards the empty fire grate. Isabella rose uncertainly to her feet. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Should I leave?” she said quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, perhaps that would be for the best this evening.” She thought he sounded sad. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I shall bid you goodnight, Elliot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodnight, Isabella.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
     “My Dearest Esme, 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How relieved I am to be able to write you this letter. In the days before my departure from Upperton, I wondered if I would ever be able to correspond with you again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Let me first tell you that I am quite safe. Yes, I am now married to the Duke of Coldwell, and I am not content in that. But I am safe. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    You will have discerned that I did not make my escape to Ireland. Anthony had found the sailing timetable and watched me so closely that he caught me trying to leave in the middle of the night. I shall not write here what my father did to punish me. It need not be said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But he would not allow me to see or write to you after that time, judging that it was you who had helped me to plan the thing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My wedding day was quite the most uncomfortable. When I set eyes upon the Duke’s face, I am sorry to say that my courage and good manners departed, and I fainted away like a frightened child. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In looks, the Duke is, indeed, a monster. Although I am bound to say that he is not in manners or personality. He is a man of some poise and thoughtfulness; at least, that is what I know of him thus far. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I cannot say I yet know him well, nor have I looked upon his face since the day of our wedding. I have only to meet with him every evening for two hours. During that time, we talk in a very gloomy lamplight. The time of our meeting is adjusted daily, and I have come to realize that this is to accommodate for the ever lightening days as spring progresses. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Furthermore, the Duke arranges things so that I might only look upon the side of his face which is not disfigured. The perfect left side of his face. And it is perfect, Esme. What a handsome man he might be but for the scars. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And they are quite dreadful, my dear, so ruinous. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I must admit myself relieved to discover that I have a good many freedoms here at Coldwell Hall. I am allowed to spend my days as I see fit and have even ridden around the estate on horseback, which I greatly enjoyed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Hall is more like a castle, although not fully such. I mean that there are many architectural features which remind one of a fairy tale place or a medieval stronghold. It is a fine and impressive building, and the estate of Coldwell could hold Upperton within its walls almost ten times over. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And it is not the dilapidated place that we two always imagined it to be in the telling of our stories. At least not all of it, but I shall return to that point later. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Hall and grounds are very well cared for, and there are so many servants here that I cannot think I have yet met but half of them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They are all pleasant and accommodating, and I have a most motherly, kindly lady’s maid. Her name is Kitty, and she is a little advanced in years for the task, but I like her very much, and she is exceptional in all ways. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There, I have given you the bare bones of the thing. Enough, I hope, that you are not fearing I have been locked away in a dungeon by an evil monster. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I have met with my husband every evening of the week I have now been here and find that I am growing accustomed to our meetings. I do not dread them as I did at first and can only hope that we shall be able to manage to live in this way contentedly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It certainly does not seem that he would wish for my presence any longer than the two hours and would, I am sure, actively avoid me at all other times. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I only say so because of something which happened yesterday. Something so strange that I can hardly wait to write it all down. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I had been intent upon a walk through the woodlands on the estate. They are vast and beautiful, and they form the greater extent of the vista from the windows of my own chamber. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I had taken a very central path into the woods, for there are many, and was so enthralled by the beauty and the fresh air. It was so quiet, so peaceful, with nothing but the birdsong to accompany my silent footsteps. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And so, when a figure suddenly appeared in front of me as I took a sharp turn in my path, I almost screamed. It was none other than my husband, and it appeared that he was as surprised by our meeting as was I. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stood stock still for a moment, and we were face to face. I had not seen his face in its entirety since the day of our wedding, and I am afraid to say that the horror of it struck me afresh. However, I am pleased to report that I maintained a level countenance and most certainly did not faint this time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as the Duke came to his senses, he turned his head sharply away, leaving only his unmarked skin on view. And, at that moment, I felt most dreadfully sorry for him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He has asked me from the first not to pity him in any way, and I have tried not to do so. But at that moment, I could not help it. I was so struck by the idea that it must be a terrible thing not to walk freely about for fear of coming face to face with another. I thought how very limiting it must be, and I knew precisely how I would feel if it were my life and not his. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And I felt so sad and desolate that I could not speak. We simply stood there in the most terrible silence, and I could not think what I should do. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I continued to look at him, and I could see such a look of pain in his countenance, in the shining beauty of the one green eye I could see, that I wanted to cry. I felt I had caused it somehow, you see. Finally, at the moment when my mouth had opened as if ready to speak, the Duke turned entirely and continued on his way, not having spoken a single word to me. I turned cautiously to watch his departing back and saw that he did not look back once in my direction. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was striding quickly, that much I could discern, and I felt almost that he had wished to be away from me even more than I might have wished to be away from him. I felt so low that I wanted to call out after him, to give chase and tell him that I would not expect him to be a prisoner within his own four walls, never now coming out into his own beautiful grounds for fear of happening upon his wife by daylight. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But of course, I did not. I could not do so for I knew that I had been truly shocked, once again, to see the angry red and silver skin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, there was nothing for it but for me to continue along my path. I no longer felt at peace, and the birdsong did not sound as sweet to me as it had just moments before. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Although not a word passed between us, I felt as if a good deal of meaning truly had. I still cannot say what that meaning is and further still cannot explain why it is that it has affected me so and made me feel so melancholy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I continued to walk, determined to shake off the feeling if I could. The woods are so vast, and I decided to walk into them until I was tired, anything to replace the feeling of sadness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After more than twenty minutes, the woodlands suddenly opened up into a little clearing. It was quite surprising to come upon the clearing in such a way. And not only that, but there was a building there, an aged stone building. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I realized immediately that it was a building that I can see the very top of from the window of my chamber, a building which had greatly intrigued me for many days prior. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a curious shape and in such a curious place. It was a rounded tower, but not a slim one. Its circumference was wide and the tower itself very tall, its castellated uppermost reaches breaking out through the highest branches of the trees above. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I studied the stone and realized that it was much darker and older than that of Coldwell Hall itself. I deduced that the broader tower had been in position much longer than the hall. It did feel very medieval, and I wondered if it served a larger building or castle that might have been there before on the site. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I must admit, my musings greatly intrigued me and diverted me from my sadness. I began to imagine knights in armour and horses and men with bows and arrows standing high upon the battlements of the tower. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I wandered here and there, trying to find footings of an older building, long fallen to the ground, but I could find none. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, I turned my attention back to the tower itself. There was a wide, heavy wooden door to it, and I approached in hopes of gaining entry. The tower was largely covered in a thick growth of ivy which snaked its way around the walls and seemed to have climbed into some of the narrow slits which served as windows however many hundred years ago. I looked up and imagined a bowman peering out before carefully aiming an arrow at the heart of an approaching intruder. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It is true to say that my imagination still runs wild, my dear Esme, just as it did when we were children. But it is such a place, the estate of Coldwell Hall. Seeming to be so cut off from the world, its thick foliage and spiky hawthorns every bit as defensive as a moat and bailey. And yet, once inside, it is easy to find oneself quite enchanted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And that is it, Esme. That is exactly how I felt looking up at the tower in the middle of the woods. Enchanted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As I approached the great wooden door, I could see that it was in a poor state of repair. It was old, certainly, and eaten away to some degree also. I pulled it gently towards me and made my way cautiously inside.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was surprisingly light inside the tower, given that the windows were so very narrow. But there were many of them, you see, and the tower itself was so wide that it was a good deal brighter than I would have imagined. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I looked up, thinking that I would easily be able to see right to the top. However, there was a stone ceiling above me, a platform, and stairs of a spiral nature leading up from the other side of the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A breeze blew the door a little, and it began to close, not altogether, just an inch or so. I turned to look at it and could see that it was blackened. I then looked a little more closely around and could see that the stone walls were not simply dark, but that they were blackened also. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was much debris on the floor, although it was impossible to tell exactly what it was. I picked my way around it and headed for the spiral staircase. As I put my foot on the bottom step and looked upwards, I could see that the walls there were greatly blackened too. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In fact, it was very black at the bottom but seemed to lighten as it progressed. Nothing more than the purest curiosity led me to take a few more steps, although I wish now that I had not. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I could see that I was within reach of the first platform and decided to make my way to it. I continued up the steps and walked cautiously into the round-walled room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Instantly, I could see that the place had been set up well, although everything within was old and somewhat blackened. It looked to me as if it had been played in by children more than anything. It was not set as a living abode as such, but it had many little comforts in it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was an old armchair on the far side of the room, much eaten by moths and layered with dust. There was a small wooden table, very much in the same state of repair as the chair, and it lay on its side in the middle of the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As I walked around, I began to realize that this tower must surely, at some point in its history, have been on fire. The very idea made me shudder, and I instantly thought of my husband’s scarring. That he has been burned is very clear to me. I could not help thinking that he must have been burned in this place, in this tower in which I now stood. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I wanted to leave; I desperately wanted to leave, but I could not. Something urged me further on into the room, to make my way across and look more closely. It was then that I saw it and almost gasped. There, just at the foot of the ruined armchair lay a doll. Its clothing was ruined and tattered, as was its hair, but its porcelain face was curiously without a crack, dirty but otherwise perfect, staring up at me blindly through the brightest hand-painted blue eyes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The whole scene gave me the most awful sense of fear and sadness, and I was struck by an urge to suddenly run away. I hastened back to the mouth of the spiral staircase and, in my haste, almost pitched forward and fell. I steadied myself but was greatly shaken. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Managing to gather my nerve, I walked slowly and carefully down the steps and back into the ground room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I looked again at the walls and felt sure that the fire, whenever it had taken place, must surely have started there. The walls were so black and the debris, as I have already said, unrecognizable. Perhaps the flames could not make their way so easily up the spiral staircase, finding nothing but cold stone; stone that the fire could not feed upon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I left the tower and pushed the door closed, I felt very relieved. I wanted to escape the dark feelings and race out through the woodland.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I hurried and put much distance between myself and the tower in a few short minutes and, when I finally regained the morning room and its safety, I was truly relieved at last. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It is only now as I write that I link my meeting with the Duke on that path and the smoke-blackened tower. Surely, Esme, he must have come from that place? Or at least walked past it on his way back towards the Hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Was that why I had seen such a look of sadness on his face? Could it have been a visit to the tower which had given him such an air of desolation that I could almost feel it? After all, he has already told me himself that he has lived long enough with his injuries that he is not so affected anymore by the repulsion of others. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Really, I cannot get to the bottom of it at all, and all that there is left for me to do is to await this evening’s customary meeting in the drawing-room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I cannot lie; I am made very nervous by the prospect. I feel now as if I have intruded in some way, happened upon something I do not quite understand. And, despite the Duke telling me that I am free to move about where I wish, I cannot escape the feeling that I have made an error in visiting the tower. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I shall end now and tell you in my next letter how it all progresses. It is my sincerest wish that you are well and happy and that you shall find time to return my little correspondence. I miss you more than I can tell. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With much love, 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, Isabella had not seen Elliot in the drawing room that evening. Kitty sombrely brought her the news that His Grace was a little unwell and had thought to cancel their meeting that evening lest he part with some germ or other that would bring her low. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh dear,” Isabella said, not believing the explanation for a moment. “I do hope he is soon recovered.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m sure he shall be.” And for all world, Kitty looked a little uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At that moment, Isabella was certain that the Duke was not ill and, what was more, she suspected that Kitty knew it very well. She fought hard against a desire to ask, to see if she could shed some light on the thing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, the idea that the Duke might well be suffering some sort of melancholy could not be avoided entirely. She drew to mind the look on his face and the blackened walls of the old tower. More than anything, she wanted to ask Kitty about the tower. And yet things were still so new, she had been there but a week, and she knew she could not be so bold as to request such information. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Also, Isabella could not escape the feeling that she had, in some way, added to his misery. Perhaps he regretted allowing her the free run of the place. He might even have assumed that she would not go so far as to enter the tower, or maybe he had not even thought of it. If only she were not so in the dark about it all; if only she had at least enough information to avoid causing any sort of offence or upset in the future. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After all, she still had not settled entirely, despite her determinedly cheerful tone in her letter to Esme, and she did not want to add to that feeling by blundering into making a mistake. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is the Duke not to take any dinner at all?” she said, wondering if he might truly be unwell. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think it likely that he will take a little something in his room later, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I am to amuse myself,” Isabella said with a smile. “Perhaps I will take my own meal in the dining room tonight instead of sitting here in this room. Do you think that that would be possible, Kitty?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, Your Grace.” Kitty brightened. “I would be very pleased to think that you were growing accustomed to the place. I shall speak to the cook and the housekeeper and see that your place is set at the table.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would it be too much to ask to have it set in the breakfast room instead?” Isabella said suddenly. “I ask only because the dining room is so very large, and I should feel rather lonely in it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m sure that it would be perfectly alright.” Kitty made her farewells so that she might put Isabella’s plans for dinner into motion. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When the light began to fade and early evening was upon them, Isabella made her way down to the breakfast room. As promised, it was set nicely for her, a place just for one. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Already, a young footman was waiting patiently in the room, ready to pull the bell at the side of the fireplace to let the servants below know that their mistress was ready to eat. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you kindly,” Isabella said to the young man she was not sure she had seen before. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome, Your Grace,” he said politely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tell me, what is your name?” she said, feeling suddenly lonely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Even though the breakfast room was welcoming and a place she had sat for the last three mornings to take her early morning meal, it seemed somehow vast by candle and lamplight. She felt isolated; alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thomas, Your Grace,” he said and bowed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And have you worked here at the hall for a long time, Thomas?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have worked here for two years, Your Grace.” He was a young man of about her age with pale hair and eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And how do you find it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am very pleased to be here, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am pleased to hear that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella was faltering, not knowing what else to say to him. She could tell that the young man did not want to be engaged in conversation, and that he felt dreadfully self-conscious to be spoken to in such friendly tones by his new mistress. Perhaps he would have preferred the customary distance that ordinarily existed between family and servants.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, Isabella fell silent and studied the table top and its solitary place setting. The sense of isolation was greater than any she had felt since she had arrived at Coldwell Hall, and she fully determined to take her dinner in her own rooms from that point onward. She did not want to be reminded of her solitary life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet, only days before, she had been relieved to discover that her new husband would require no more than two hours of her company every day. She had felt grateful not to have to be in his presence any longer than that. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But as her meal was served to her, and she ate in silence, Isabella would have been pleased by the prospect of spending two hours with Elliot. She would have gratefully sat in the gloom of the drawing room and looked at the indistinct features of his perfect profile. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She would have welcomed his quiet questions and sudden changes in conversational direction. Anything to relieve the isolation of that moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella ate quickly, wanting the meal to be done with as soon as possible so that she might retreat once more to her own chamber. Curiously, the silence in her room seemed perfectly normal, almost soothing. Perhaps silence at dinner was rather more deafening in its own way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With her meal eaten and a vague, dull pain in her stomach that she attributed to the speed of her consumption of it, she thanked the footman and asked that he pass her compliments to the cook for a wonderful meal.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The footman bowed deeply before she turned to make her way out of the breakfast room with the hopes that it would feel very different when she returned to it in the morning. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Isabella reached the bottom of the wide staircase, she stared over at the wooden horse and its metal companion. A knight in shining armour was how Elliot had described it. As if the suit of armour contained the man of his father’s stories. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With a sigh, she embarked upon the stairs, pausing sharply when she heard the strains of a violin somewhere in the distance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stopped stock still with one foot on the bottom step and strained to hear. Sure enough, she could hear a violin being played somewhere on the ground floor and wondered who the musician might be. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella wondered if it might be one of the servants, somebody with a musical inclination. Or perhaps it was Crawford Maguire.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She turned and made her way through the great entrance hall, passing the wooden horse and his valiant rider as she determined to find the source of the playing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella had not happened across Crawford Maguire since their meeting on her first morning at Coldwell, and she thought she might like to spend a few moments in his company to stave off the curious sense of loneliness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella followed the music, turning this way and that down corridors until it grew louder; nearer. Finally, she arrived at a partially open door to a room that she already knew was the library. She had spent a good deal of time in there on her exploration and had selected several books from the shelves to adorn her chamber. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stood for a moment outside the door listening properly to the violin music. It was a tune that she had not heard before, a haunting melody that stirred her. She felt emotional, sad, and there was a little thickening at her throat which made it hard to swallow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella knew, of course, that she would have to compose herself before she entered the library. In truth, she did not know if she ought to enter it at all. Perhaps she would do better to find out who was in there before she made so bold a move. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the melody continued, Isabella crept closer to the door, attempting to peek in through the gap. There was a fire lit in the grate, and its flames danced in the near darkness. There was not a lamplight anywhere, not even the weak light of a candle’s flame. She squinted and tried to see into the darkness trying to discern whatever she could by the flame of the fire. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When she saw that it was the Duke who sat alone in the library playing the violin, she found herself suddenly rooted to the spot. She did not want to intrude upon his privacy, especially when he had made it very clear that he had not wanted the two of them to meet that evening. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    However, Isabella could not take her eyes from him. As he played, she felt certain that his eyes were closed, not paying any attention at all to the violin he played so very well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And, as he sat unguarded, she could make out both sides of his face. And it was true to say that the diminished lighting did much to improve the appearance of the disfigurement. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella could not have described what she felt as she watched him. A part of her dwelled upon the fact that he had claimed himself unwell, and she knew now that he had only said so in order that he would not spend any time with her that evening. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Quite why she felt a little upset by that, she could not say. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After all, she had known him but a matter of days, and it was quite natural for a person, she knew from experience, to want a little time to themselves here and there along the way. But did he not already have enough time to himself? Did the Duke not already spend much of his day in solitude? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella thought that that was, perhaps, their largest area of common ground. They both lived in that beautiful, sprawling estate, an enchanted place with secrets and trees and knights in shining armour. And they both lived alone, to all intents and purposes. They wandered by day in their own private worlds, gently tiptoeing from place to place so that they might avoid one another. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In order that they might make themselves and each other very lonely people indeed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella knew that she must go, that she must move and not spy on him a moment longer. Something had affected him greatly that day, whether it was related to her or not, and he had a right to manage his feelings in his own way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet still she could not go; she could not leave before the end. The piece he was playing was so beautiful, so emotional and heartfelt, that she had to hear it to the end. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Still standing so close to the partially open door, Isabella did just as her husband and closed her eyes. The moment she did so, she felt herself transported to the woods and the tower and the feeling of great sadness. And despite the feeling of sadness, she could not deny it. She could not turn away or block her ears; she did not want to. It was almost as if it was a feeling which must be felt, something that would not be denied. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the strains of the violin began to die away, growing ever quieter, she knew that Elliot must be coming to the end of the piece. Her time to stand there as an unseen watcher, an interloper upon the privacy of another, was coming to an end, and she knew she must leave. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As she opened her eyes and looked at him to watch him play those last few notes, Isabella was taken aback to find that the Duke’s eyes were already open and that he looked at her intently. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Seeing that she had finally opened her own eyes did not make him stop playing, nor did it make him take his eyes off her. He simply continued on to the end, finishing his piece as he had clearly intended to. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella wanted to turn and run; she felt so ashamed of her behaviour. But she knew that she could not. She must make her apology and make it most genuinely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sorry,” she said the moment he had finished playing and lowered the violin onto his lap. “I should not have …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You need not stand in the doorway, Isabella,” he said, his deep voice quiet and yet resonant. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella continued to stand where she was, unsure if he was dismissing her from his sight or inviting her into the room. She looked at him helplessly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Isabella, come in.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella made her way cautiously into the room. For one thing, she thought she might be in trouble for seeking him out when he had clearly not wanted company. For another, it was almost dark in the room, and she was struggling to see a clear path by the light of the fire. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you could take a seat here?”he said, and she could just make him out moving one of the armchairs in the darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Although she knew the library well, Isabella was not confident negotiating her way in the darkness. But, as she reached Elliot, he reached out and took her arm to guide her. For a moment, Isabella thought she would flinch. As soon as his hand was on the soft skin of her forearm, the image of his face as he turned to her in the chapel on their wedding day seemed to flood her brain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    However, Elliot quickly released her once she was safely sitting down, and the memory soon fled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not fond of bright light, as I am sure you have already perceived,” he said in his quiet but resonant tones. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is of little matter; I am seated now. And I intruded upon you this evening, not the other way around.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is no intrusion, Isabella,” he said as he moved his chair a little. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella quickly realized that he was intent on turning away from her, just as he did every evening in the drawing room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Even in the darkness, he would sooner hide away. And was it any wonder? After all, had she not almost flinched at nothing more than a memory of his face?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You play the violin beautifully.” She wanted to change the conversation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella did not want to be drawn to making some insult by allowing her mind to dwell upon the subject of light and darkness. It could only end with talk regarding his disfigurement, which would be most uncomfortable, or silence, which would be worse. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have not heard that piece before. What was it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is nothing,” he said and gave a light laugh. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His laugh was warm and almost tuneful. It made him seem much younger than a man approaching his fortieth year. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nothing? I do not understand,” Isabella said quizzically. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is not a piece you will have heard before because it has only ever been played within these walls. It is just a little melody I made up to amuse myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A little melody?” Isabella said and was amazed. “You are too modest to describe it as such. You composed the piece, Elliot?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. Although composed sounds rather grand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is nothing of the sort.” Isabella forgot the discomfort of the preceding moments. “That was a truly beautiful piece of music. And no simple thing either. That was a piece of genuine complexity.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are very kind, Isabella.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I am honest.” She laughed. “I cannot think I have heard the violin played so well, nor a piece of music I liked better.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not play as often as I used to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It does not show itself.” She meant every word. Isabella knew she had been transported by Elliot’s playing and by the magical, haunting melody. “Have you played since childhood? I have never truly mastered an instrument.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did not begin to learn until I was perhaps eight and twenty years,” he said quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eight and twenty? But you have only played these last ten years?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would have assumed you were a lifelong musician.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You pay me a great compliment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “To think you did not take lessons until so much later on.” Isabella was astonished. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did not take lessons,” Elliot said simply. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You did not? But how did you learn?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I just kept trying until I had it worked out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You taught yourself how to play the violin?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But that must have been so difficult. And it must have taken so long.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had a good deal of time to fill and had spent too much of it wallowing in self-pity. I found it a most healing, restful thing, and it gave me a sense of purpose for the years it took to master it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella was silent for a moment as she thought how he must have spent day after day practicing from morning until night. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No doubt it had been something for Elliot to focus on in what she knew must have been so many years alone. And even now he was still alone, to a large extent, at any rate. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you play any other instruments?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The piano, but I learned to play as a child. I must admit I was not particularly fond of the amusement. I doubt many children are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I must agree,” Isabella said with a laugh as she remembered her own exasperating piano lessons. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You play the piano?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. Not very well, it must be said, but I do play. I learned as a child and somewhat against my will also.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mothers seem always to want their children to play the piano.” Elliot laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your mother liked to hear you play?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. However awful, she always enjoyed it. I have memories of playing pieces far too difficult for one of my limited experience, and yet my mother always rose to her feet and applauded loudly as if she were in a hall listening to a professional.” She could hear the warmth in his voice at the memory. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella felt suddenly a little sad. Her mother had, of course, insisted that she played the piano and saw to it that she was trained by a very fine teacher over a number of years. However, it had been because proficiency in a musical instrument was expected of fine young ladies and nothing more. It had not been for the love of music and certainly had not been for Isabella’s benefit specifically. It was an accomplishment and nothing more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And as for acting as an appreciative audience, no matter the quality of the young Isabella’s performance, that had not happened. The Countess had only ever winced her way through any piece she heard her young daughter play, likely wondering how her lack of proficiency would affect her marriage prospects in later life. As far as she could remember, her father had never heard her play. The Earl of Upperton seemed never to spend any time with them in the drawing room as a family. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When they had guests, any showing off from her father was linked exclusively to her brother, Anthony. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How wonderfully attentive,” Isabella said with the feeling that she had missed out a good deal. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And then there was the question of my singing,” Elliot said with another laugh. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, you can sing too?” Isabella said brightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good Lord, no.” He laughed all the harder. “But my mother would hear none of it. As far as she was concerned, I was a true proficient in the art.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It must have given you great confidence.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Given my level of skill, perhaps a little too much confidence.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the first time Isabella had seen a glimpse of the real Duke, albeit through the darkness. He was a man of modesty and wit who seemed most comfortable when he was being amusing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But what of you, Isabella? Do you still play the pianoforte?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not for many years. My mother did not take much interest in my performances. She simply thought I ought to know how to play.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And did you not play for your family? I mean, in the evenings and what-have-you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I am afraid not,” Isabella said with a sigh. “My father rarely sat with us in the evenings, and my mother thought my practice ought to be restricted to my lessons or the solitude of private practice in the music room.” She laughed also, but it was a less jolly sound. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sure that you play very well indeed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I could not say,” she said awkwardly. “My younger brother took to the music room to learn the violin, and it became a place for him to enjoy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You could not enjoy the music room together?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My brother is some years younger and much used to getting his own way in things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That seems awfully hard.” Elliot’s voice held some concern for her, and Isabella was not sure how she felt about it. She did not want to be pitied. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I grew accustomed to the way of things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your mother favored your brother?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My father did, and so, by default, my mother did. She did not have much choice although I never perceived any effort on her part to try.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your father spent his own efforts on his heir, I presume.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I daresay it is the way of all fathers, is it not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No,” Elliot said gently. “My own dear father was very fond of Eleanor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your sister?” Isabella asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A chasm of silence opened up between them and, when Elliot did not reply for some minutes, Isabella wished she had not spoken. Involuntarily, she thought of the doll in the tower, its porcelain face blackened with smoke. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He was a fair father to us both,” he said finally. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is a very fine thing.” Isabella hoped that it would seal that particular conversation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    More than anything, Isabella had wanted to know Elliot’s history; the history of Coldwell Hall and the Covington family. But she felt suddenly afraid of pursuing it. She felt sure that Elliot had not meant to venture so far along that conversational path and was even then thinking of some other route. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you never enjoy the piano?” he asked, and she was pleased he had turned the conversation back onto less dangerous ground. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “In truth, I did,” she said with a forced brightness. “I had always wanted to play nicely, and I was if I am remembering true, quietly proud of my little achievements. But as I said, I was hardly encouraged. Or, at least, not encouraged for the right reasons or in the right direction.” She was quiet for a moment. “But if I think about it, I wish that I had, perhaps, persevered with it. It is a nice amusement, and it might well have spurred me on to play other instruments. Who is to know now?” She laughed dismissively but realized that she had spoken the truth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It would be very easy for her to blame her mother and father for so much that seemed to have been missing from her life. Whilst she would not choose to spend her time in such negative musings, still, she could not shake the feeling. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the time since she had been at Coldwell Hall, Isabella had not mourned the loss of family contact. Whilst her father was the tyrant, she did not wonder about her mother either. The woman had looked on and done nothing for Isabella’s entire life. Isabella knew that there were few options for rebellion for women like her mother in such a marriage as hers, but there had been no secret comfort either. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella had always hoped for a quiet camaraderie between mother and daughter. She had always wanted to be embraced and to be quietly assured that her mother truly loved her, even if there was nothing she could do to stand up to the Earl.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But that had never come. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you might care for the violin one day?” He broke through her murky thoughts. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot imagine I would be so good a player as you, Elliot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you need to be good at it? Or at the piano for that matter?” he said, and she was taken aback. “What I mean is that perhaps enjoyment is the thing, rather than technical attainment. Perhaps that is what music should mean to us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps it should.” Isabella smiled into the darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was something in what Elliot said which seemed to resonate with her. What did the appearance matter if the love of the pastime was there in one’s heart? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Unless you intend to play to large audiences, of course.” And there it was again; a very real humor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “One step at a time, perhaps.” Isabella was pleased to hear Elliot laugh. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you have other amusements too? I believe you like to walk in nature.” Elliot seemed to be more comfortable with her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do. And I have greatly enjoyed walking the grounds here. You really do have a beautiful estate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is yours to wander freely.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she said and was reminded of the moment the two of them had come face to face earlier that day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been that very meeting, sudden and unplanned, that had seen Elliot cancelling their evening meeting. Or at least that was what she had assumed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The woodland is so extensive,” Isabella went on. “It is so full of interest and so thick. It feels quite magical to be inside it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It has been so for many years. The woodland is very old and well established. The perimeter is not quite so well established.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Leylandii are not easy to walk through,” she said in total want of anything else to say as she thought of the thick natural barrier to the outside world. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But they grow tall and thick very quickly,” he spoke quietly again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Which means they make very fine fencing. Good barriers.” Isabella felt back on a path to the unknown. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They were not always here. I had them planted myself eighteen years ago.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They are very well kept.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes.” His voice trailed away to such an extent that she could hardly hear him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the darkness, his demeanour seemed to have changed again, and Isabella could not read it at all. Perhaps he was no keener on the conversational path than she. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The grounds are very well kept too. The gardens are so neat, and the rose bushes look set to provide many blooms when the weather warms.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I have several gardeners and under-gardeners.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must enjoy the estate greatly yourself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is a great comfort to be so fortunate in my surroundings. The grounds are ever changing and a source of much interest to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    More than anything, Isabella wanted to ask him about the tower. She knew he would not bring it up himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You did not seem pleased to see me today, Elliot,” she began nervously. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, there is no need. I was simply concerned that I had walked into the woods unwanted. What I am trying to say is that I should not like to spoil any enjoyment or contentment of your own, Elliot, with my presence. I am happy to walk only where directed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would not banish you from any part of Coldwell; it is your home now,” he said in a low voice. “And my surprise at seeing you was unwarranted. I had known that you might well be outside, but had not truly thought you to be in the woodland. Still, it is of little matter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you quite sure?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Daylight is not my friend, Isabella. I am sure you can understand why. But I shall be more careful in my dress in future.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella felt a dull ache in her chest; he meant to cover his face in future. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, you must not change your way of things. It is for me to adapt to a new life, Elliot, not you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I daresay it is late.” Elliot shifted in his seat, and Isabella knew she had caused him embarrassment. “Will you manage, or shall I light a candle for you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can see to the door.” Isabella rose awkwardly to her feet. “Well, goodnight, Elliot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodnight, Isabella.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Isabella walked into the church she had attended her entire life, she was taken aback by just how many people openly stared at her. She realized immediately that none of them had expected to see her there. None of them had ever expected to see her again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ignore them, Your Grace,” Kitty whispered quietly into her ear. “You must take your place down at the front of the church, the most forward pew.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Kitty, I do not want to go to the front of the church.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are the Duchess of Coldwell, and there is allotted seating for the Duke and his family. You have every right to take it, Your Grace.” Kitty quickly and secretly squeezed her hand as the last of the staring congregation returned their attention to the front of the church. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If I walk, they will simply stare at me afresh.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If they wish to stare at you, Your Grace, they will take any opportunity no matter where you stand,” Kitty said in hushed tones. “So, you might just as well take your rightful place and let them stare and be damned.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The moment Kitty had finished speaking, she cast her eyes heavenwards, clearly remembering that she was in a church. She looked at Isabella with a comical, wide-eyed expression which almost caused her to laugh out loud. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Kitty.” Isabella was surprised at how quickly her tone had turned from one of embarrassment and panic to one of amusement. “But you will sit with me, will you not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall sit there with you if you wish.” Kitty smiled at her, her dark eyes brimming with warmth in her thin, pale face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella walked down the central aisle with Kitty in tow as she made her way down to the front of the church and the Duchy of Coldwell pew. As she did so, she realized that her movement had caused many of those present to turn and look at her once more. Quite what they were expecting to see, she could not say. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What she could say was that many of those who stared were the very people who had greeted her warmly week in week out throughout the years she had attended the church. It was as if, by nothing more than a simple marriage, she had become not just a different person, but almost a different species of being. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had become a curiosity, and she knew it. Isabella also knew that when a person became a curiosity, none would dare to enquire after her outright. None would ask the questions that they wanted to ask and would simply hope that they would find it out at some later date in the tried and foolishly trusted method of gossip. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella mused that nothing had changed about her appearance; there was nothing new about her to stare at. Even her clothes were not different, for she had chosen to wear one of her old gowns, rather than one of the new ones that the Duke had commissioned for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The only thing that had changed was her circumstances. As far as the congregation was concerned, she had been sold to the monster by a father who thought absolutely nothing of her. Well, that was in part true. She had been sold by a father who thought absolutely nothing of her. But now, after her first few weeks of married life, Isabella was quite sure that the man to whom she had been married away was not a monster. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite her newfound defiance, by the time she had gained the safety of the front pew, Isabella felt greatly relieved. It was not an easy thing to have all eyes on you, and she suddenly had a dreadful sense of what it must be like to be Elliot. She understood now exactly what it was that might induce him to dress differently when he was out and about on the grounds in daylight. He did not want to be seen; he did not want to be stared at. And in his position, worst of all was likely the idea that someone could not bear to look upon him and would, instead of staring, cast their eyes immediately away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What a great effect something as simple as the look of another could have upon the soul. How it could make one feel so many things; embarrassment, defeat, anger, resentment. Not one of those feelings was good. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella had hardly heard a word that the Reverend had said that morning. She was so distracted by her own cacophony of mixed feelings that she could not concentrate. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was her first visit to church since she had been married and, ordinarily, Isabella had always enjoyed the services there. However, she had enjoyed them from the comfortable position of not feeling at all resentful towards any other member of the congregation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If only Esme had been there, Isabella felt sure she would have felt very different indeed. Esme would have warmed her heart and strengthened her resolve, but Esme had returned her letter some days before to tell her that she would be away with her family in the Midlands visiting relatives, and very likely was, at that moment, attending a church service more than a hundred miles away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Still, Isabella had Kitty for support, and she was very grateful for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite the fact that Isabella and Elliot had been able to converse a little more freely of late, Isabella had not expected that she would be free to attend the church. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elliot and everybody who worked on the estate attended private services in the little chapel where Isabella and Elliot had been married. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The services were a little later in the day and were performed by the same minister who had presided over their marriage. From what Kitty told her, the Minister came from a small chapel somewhere east of the Coldwell Estate and routinely performed a service at the Coldwell Chapel as soon as he had finished ministering to his own little congregation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But as much as she missed Sunday morning services, Isabella could not bring herself to accept spiritual guidance from a man who had behaved as the Minister had. He had known that she had been married against her will and he, a man of God, had done nothing to help her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew, of course, that no man of God would have done. There was not a reverend, a priest, or a minister anywhere in the county who would have gone against a Duke and an Earl. Apparently, they found it very much easier to go against their own God, the God they claimed to serve unequivocally. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We have a service here at Coldwell every Sunday if you care for it,” Elliot had said to her when the subject of church had been touched upon during one of their evening meetings in the drawing room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I used to attend the church down in the village, Elliot,” Isabella had said by way of explanation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, it was not any loyalty to her old church which was holding her back from attending family chapel, and she knew it. But what else could she say to him? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may attend the Coldwell Chapel with me if you wish it. If you do not, then I shall not force you. You might think that you have very little to give thanks for currently or very little to pray for. I daresay that is quite natural. But you may attend any time you wish, anytime at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am afraid that I do not wish to be preached to by a minister who would…” Isabella could not finish. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Although she could only see the perfect side of his face in the gloom, she felt sure that she could see enough to see the sadness there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You would not wish to be preached to by a minister who would see a young woman fainted away at the sight of her husband and continue on as if everything was well?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I realize that men of God oversee the marriage of many a young woman who has been forced into it, and they do nothing. It is the way of things; I know this,” Isabella began cautiously. “And it would seem almost impossible to give you an explanation of my feelings on the matter without also causing some insult to you. I would not wish to cause such insult, and all I can do is give my explanation as truthfully as possible.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course,” he said flatly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not think that a man who can perform such a ceremony when he is under no illusion about the young lady’s part in it is a man that I can accept spiritual guidance from. That is not a true man of God, in my opinion, and I would not be able to concentrate on my prayers in his presence. I hope this does not offend, Elliot, and I realize that if you say I must go, then I must, but I would rather not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You need not do anything you do not wish to do.” Elliot reiterated his earlier sentiment. “But you need not go without spiritual guidance altogether. Perhaps you would prefer to go to the church in the village again? I used to attend myself and can understand your attachment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You would have no objection to my going there?” Isabella was entirely surprised. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I would have none.” As he spoke, Isabella had studied his perfect left side in the gloom. “All of the servants on the estate attend the chapel here, but you may take Kitty with you if you wish for the company.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would be very pleased to attend the church in the village Elliot, and if Kitty is willing, I shall take her with me. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Isabella sang with the congregation who had stared at her and made her feel so uncomfortable, she wondered if she was as pleased to attend the church in the village now as she had been previously. Perhaps she would have been better off simply putting up with the guidance of the Minister who had seemed to her so morally redundant. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her attention was drawn by Kitty, who seemed to be surreptitiously returning the gaze of somebody on a pew across the aisle from them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, it was her family’s own pew, the Earl of Upperton’s pew. Why Isabella had not even thought to look that way when she had entered the church was beyond her. She had known all along that her family would be there, her mother, her father, and her brother, Anthony. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But she had not considered what she would say to them if she found herself in conversation because she could not imagine such a thing. Isabella had decided to ignore them completely; they were nothing to her anymore.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But it would seem that the same could not be said for them, or perhaps it was simply that they were as curious as the rest of the congregation that the monster had let his prisoner free from the tangled green barrier of hawthorns which surrounded his evil castle on all sides. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Either way, Isabella was not at all interested. She kept her eyes facing front although she was vaguely aware that Kitty continued to return her family’s glances. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now that her discomfort at the stares of people who she had once considered acquaintances was leaving her, a new sense of disquiet was moving in to take its place. Isabella could not escape the impression that she would have to have some conversation or other with her parents before leaving the church that day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She did not want to have to explain her life to them anymore. They did not deserve it, and she certainly did not owe it to them. But a part of her wanted to tell them that she was not a prisoner, not trapped, and not afraid. Not because it would put their minds at rest, but because it would signal some small victory over her father. She had survived. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How complicated it all was. How tangled family life could be. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The moment the ceremony was over, Isabella made haste, taking Kitty by the hand and whispering in her ear that she wanted to leave immediately. However, her father had moved very quickly indeed and was already standing at the end of her pew, essentially blocking her exit, by the time she reached it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Upperton,” she said in a sarcastic tone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella had already determined never to refer to the Earl as her father again. He did not deserve so great a title, the greatest title of them all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Isabella, I have something I would speak with you about.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot think that there is anything to be said between us, Lord Upperton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Am I not your father anymore?” he said with his old aggression, his old antagonism. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Were you ever?” she spat angrily. “I would thank you to take a step backward away from me, Lord Upperton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can see that you are still a little angry with me, Isabella.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am unmoved by you altogether. Still, we are no longer family, and so it is of little matter. I beg you would excuse me,” she said and made to push past him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very clever, Isabella.” He grasped her upper arm very hard and hissed into her ear, “You might think that you are out of my reach now that you are married, but you are mistaken. I might not be permitted to hurt you any longer, but I am still married to your mother, and I am permitted to do to her whatever I wish.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His threat was very clear, and Isabella perceived his meaning immediately. If she did not stand and listen to him, if she did not pay him the old respect that she thought herself free from, he would hurt her mother as a means of punishing her. If she was honest, Isabella did not really know how she felt about it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is it you wish to speak about?” Isabella said and pulled her arm away from her father’s grasp so roughly that she knew she had done much to ensure that she would be bruised. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would like you to petition your husband to provide more funds for Upperton Hall. It would seem that we are in much graver circumstances than I had first calculated, and so I must ask for the settlement made upon you to be increased.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The settlement is already made, and it has been paid. I am married away, and I cannot see any incentive for the Duke to accept your request.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is for you to work out, Isabella. You will find a way of convincing the Duke to accept my request or you will hear of the consequences.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot ask my husband to provide you with more money. You must ask him yourself, Lord Upperton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will ask him, Isabella, or your mother will pay very dearly for it.” He looked at her with the purest hatred before turning to march away along the aisle and out of the church. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you quite well?” Kitty said and took her hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall be well, Kitty. I shall be well,” Isabella said and felt anything but. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
     “You did not attend church this Sunday past, Isabella.” Elliot did not question her harshly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They had not met on the Sunday evening since Elliot had matters to discuss with Crawford Maguire, and he had waited until the Monday to inquire.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    More than a week since her attendance at the village church, Isabella had not yet recovered from the shock of seeing her father and hearing his demands and threats. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If only she had attended the Coldwell Chapel and bitten back her own principals regarding the Minister, then she would never have seen her father, and he would not have been able to make his threat. He would not have been reminded of her existence in the world and, had he any thoughts of securing more money from the Duke of Coldwell; he would have been forced to approach the man on his own account. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, Isabella had not yet ruled out the idea that she would never mention it to her husband and that her father would have to make his own addresses. And her mother would have to fend for herself, as Isabella had always done. Still, she could hardly bear to think of it and had as yet come to no conclusion. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I did not attend.” Isabella wondered how she would explain it without telling the truth entirely. “I am afraid that the congregation made me feel most uncomfortable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I daresay they had their questions and plenty of them.” Elliot sounded vaguely amused, and something about his tone made her feel a little better about it all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think they did have plenty of questions, but not one of them had the courage to approach and ask. In fact, not one of them had the courage to approach me at all, not even to bid me a good morning.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A disfigurement such as mine is very far-reaching. I am sorry to tell you that you are now disfigured by association.” He laughed although it was not as full of mirth as it might have been. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They may think what they will,” Isabella snapped angrily, although not at Elliot but at the thought of the congregation, the people who had once made up the circle of her acquaintance. “I do not care to return to that church.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not attending a church does not necessarily make one godless, Isabella. A prayer can be made anywhere, can it not? Who is really to say that it needs to be made in front of men of assorted and occasionally dubious levels of devotion?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You make a good point, Elliot.” Isabella laughed, determined to lighten the mood. “But I think I shall attend the Coldwell Chapel with you to be on the safe side. After all, one cannot be too careful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, indeed.” Through the dim light of late evening, Isabella could see Elliot throw his head back as he laughed heartily. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once again, she was struck by how affecting the sound was, how resonant and real. It had a quality which made her want to close her eyes and enjoy it all the more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what of your family? Were they not in church last Sunday when you attended?” Elliot went on. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, they were,” Isabella said quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you manage to have a few moments’ conversation?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hardly saw my mother; she was just a vague figure on the other side of the church. My brother, I did not care to look for, and my father appeared at the end of our pew for a few moments’ conversation at the end of the service. I did not stop long, for I did not wish to speak to him particularly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But there is nothing troubling you on that account? Your parents and your brother are quite well, I trust?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They certainly seem to be in good health, I thank you.” Isabella did not want to continue to discuss her relations for fear that Elliot would probe further. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She understood now why it was that he did not wish to be pitied, for she knew that she did not wish it herself. Elliot, in his own words, had enjoyed the most excellent parents. Something about his great fortune in that regard made Isabella feel all the more impoverished in terms of her own family. She did not want to be reminded just how much had been missing in her world, how much was still missing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps, given time, you might feel a little differently about your father and even the church. As much as you say that you would wish to now attend the chapel here, you are not bound to do so. You are free to change your mind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I shall stay here. At least the servants do not stare.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, they do not. But then I have chosen them carefully. Or at least Kitty and Crawford have; I did not have anything to do with the interviewing. As you can imagine, such a thing would not work well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Kitty and Crawford have chosen your staff?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I have given them free rein. They do not advertise, you see, but seek people out most specifically. They choose people who are discreet and are often friends of friends or distant family members. They are selected for their ability to understand my particular circumstances and to not discuss any part of my circumstances outside of the estate. They are very well reimbursed for their loyalty and very soon get used to my way of doing things. Those who do not care for my appearance are bright enough to find ways of working around it. I care not, as long as the estate is well cared for, the grounds tended, and the boundary maintained.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Kitty has been employed here for a number of years, has she not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can hardly remember a time before Kitty, that much is true. She arrived when I was a boy of no more than seven or eight years, and I cannot remember much before that anyway. She was a young woman then, of course, and I always liked her a good deal. Kitty would never put up with my antics, you see; she would never suffer any cheek or impertinence from the little boy who thought he was a little Duke in waiting.” Elliot laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can quite well imagine Kitty being very firm indeed.” She laughed too as she thought of Elliot as a young boy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was a truly self-effacing man and, although he had described himself as perhaps an arrogant child, Isabella could not begin to compare him to her own brother, Anthony. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She was very firm, and rightly so.” Elliot stretched his arms high above his head before collapsing his hands back into his lap once more. It was a very relaxed action, one which spoke of a growing comfort in her company. And as she stared at his handsome profile in the lamplight, Isabella realized that she found him very attractive indeed. It was a most confusing feeling because she did not know if she simply found half of him attractive or all of him. “And whenever I took my little tales of woe to my father, I would be in trouble all over again. He always took Kitty’s part and said that if she had cause to tell me off for anything, then that must surely mean that I had done something wrong.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And so, you learned to be a better young man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I think I did.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am certain of it.” Once again, she thought of Anthony. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He also traded heavily on the fact that he would one day hold a great title, just as the young Elliot had once done. However, Anthony had been raised that way and never once chastised for poor behaviour. He had not been steered away from arrogance by his father, just as the old Duke had steered Elliot away, but he had been pushed towards it. He was a young man who had been tipped into the same mould that his father had been fashioned from. It was a very different situation altogether, surely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was much that Isabella wanted to ask about it, or at least discuss. Such as Kitty’s time as lady’s maid to the last Duchess. But Isabella knew that to raise such subjects would be to pry. But she did not want the evening to end the way they had so often before, with Elliot turning suddenly silent and calling an early close to things. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you have known Mr Maguire for a long time?” She changed direction a little but knew that she was still questioning. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have known Crawford since we were boys at Eton. We became immediate friends in that way that young men do when they are sent away from home for the first time. And I daresay we have been firm friends ever since.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And does Mr Maguire live close to here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, he has a very fine manor house on the edge of the county. It is a little distance away, but he stays here a good deal. He has kept rooms here these last eighteen years, and it made good sense for me to provide him with a study since he undertakes a good part of my Duchy responsibilities for me. I would call him a steward if he were not my friend.” He paused for a moment. “He does not work so hard for me because he needs some occupation. My dear friend was all set for a life of leisure; that much is true. He is here purely and simply because of our friendship, and I know that I have much to be grateful for in that regard.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr. Maguire does not maintain any other sort of work then?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, he is a gentleman in every sense and has a large fortune to rely upon. He helps me out of great kindness and because we are friends. I must admit, I had always imagined that Crawford would drift away from me little by little when he finally found himself a wife. I had fully expected it and would not have imposed upon him any longer. Of course, he is still a bachelor, but I daresay there is hope for him yet. Like me, he is but eight and thirty years, and I have every hope that he will find himself a very fine wife.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, he is a very pleasant man,” Isabella said, recalling the details of their first and only conversation. “But I have never seen him since my first meeting with him. I think I had imagined seeing him about the place a good deal. At least that was the impression that I got in the beginning.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, he is often to be found in his study or in the library. And he does spend a good deal of time with me also. You see, he has done his very best over the years to stave off the loneliness that comes with the sort of isolation I have imposed upon myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, you still see him, Elliot?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not quite as often in these last weeks.” Elliot smiled. “Because he now gathered that I am not quite as isolated as once I was, given that I am now a married man.” Elliot sounded a little unsure. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you must miss him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do miss his company, but for its own sake. I do not miss him because I am pitying my own isolation, but because I miss Crawford as a person. He has always been extraordinary company, and when the two of us are in merriment over some ridiculous thing or other, I am reminded of the boys we once were. He is a very fine person, and I would not begrudge him his freedom now. I never sought to make him my keeper, and yet he appointed himself to that role.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then he is a very fine man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is the finest friend I have ever had.” Elliot seemed to stare vaguely into the gloom. “Besides Kitty, Crawford is the only one who did not turn his back when I first became this way.” He raised a hand unconsciously to the ruined side of his face and left it there for a moment. “Everybody else seemed to disappear in a heartbeat. Friends, distant family, even servants hastened to find positions elsewhere. Some could not bear to look upon me and others, well…” He stopped and was silent. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella wanted him to finish what he was saying; she wanted to hear it all.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Was there something to tell beyond his disfigurement? Had his servants abandoned him for some other reason? Something besides finding themselves unable to look upon his face? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think it is true to say, Elliot, that a person only really ever has one or two true friends in a lifetime. The rest are simply acquaintances and nothing more.” Isabella held her curiosity in check as her compassion took over. “I have only ever known the friendship of one person in this world, and I am sure that she will be my finest friend also until the day I die. Her name is Esme Montague, and we have known each other since we were children, just like you and Crawford. My family was not comfortable company for as long as I can remember, and yet Esme did what she could to ignore that and stuck fast to me no matter what. I daresay friendship like that cannot be matched or replaced, can it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, it most certainly cannot.” Elliot’s voice had grown a little distant, and Isabella began to think that he would soon withdraw altogether, and the evening would be over. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But she did not want the evening to be over. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would also wish that Esme would find a very fine marriage, just as you hope for Crawford. It is, perhaps, the best we can do for such fine people.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you miss your friend?” Elliot said quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do miss her. Although I am very grateful that you have allowed me to maintain the correspondence.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What sort of a man did you think I was when you first came here? Did you really think I was such an ogre that I would not allow you any contact at all with the outside world?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You sound angry with me, Elliot, and I understand it. But you must understand that I did not know what sort of a man you were; and I did not know if, in your heart, you were an ogre or not. I was just afraid, and that was all. And so much was out of my control, everything was out of my control, and I think it a little harsh of you to blame me for my feelings at that time. But to answer your question as truthfully as I can, I had assumed that you would not allow contact with the outside world, yes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me; you have every right to challenge my mood.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I would not wish to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you do not wish to, but you must. It is very easy for a man in my circumstances to fall into self-pity and bitterness. But it is a place I have fought to keep myself out of these eighteen years, and I would be grateful to you if you would not allow me to indulge myself. You must challenge me, do you understand?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I understand, Elliot.” And she did. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella knew exactly how it made a person feel to embrace the role of the victim. She knew exactly because she had felt it herself from the moment she realized what a cruel and uncaring man her father was. And to know how her mother would never defend her had only served to reinforce it, to make it real. Isabella had been a victim, and she had felt very sorry for herself. But there came a time when she realized that she had decided to see herself that way, had played the story of her life over and over again in her mind and almost encouraged herself to feel worse and worse. It was a spiral towards a seemingly bottomless pit, and one she would never care to visit again. And if she could do anything to keep Elliot from falling in, she would do it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And if you would like your friend to visit, you may ask her. It is true that I do not have visitors myself, besides Crawford, but there is no reason why you cannot. If you would care to, you must arrange it with Kitty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella felt suddenly like crying. She knew what Elliot’s privacy meant to him, and how hard it would be for him to open the doors of his mythical, protected castle to the outside world. Even just one person. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And she understood entirely that arranging it with Kitty meant that Elliot had no intention of meeting Esme himself. For some reason, that made her feel dreadfully sad. If only she could come to terms with her own emotions and lay them out in order so that she might have a better idea of how to deal with them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Elliot.” It was all that Isabella could think of to say, and she was surprised to hear her voice had given away her emotion. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In truth, she did not know if Esme could ever be tempted to come in through the tangled boundary and approach the monster’s lair. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Almost two months had gone by since Isabella had married the Duke of Coldwell. Isabella could hardly believe that when she had first married him, she had not assumed even surviving as long as this, never mind that she would be almost content. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If she could have changed anything at all, apart from the most obvious, she would have removed her feelings of isolation. It was a theme upon which Elliot had spoken more than once, and each time she heard it, she began to identify with his loneliness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nothing had changed about their circumstances, and their meetings carried on much the same as always, barring the fact that it was now summer. The light evenings had meant that their meetings in the drawing room had grown increasingly late to accommodate for the extended hours of daylight. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella had not encountered Elliot out in the grounds ever since the day she had been to the tower, and she had begun to worry that he had taken to keeping himself indoors from that moment onwards.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The very idea of it upset her greatly, but she could not think of a way to approach the subject. It was certainly one of those issues which would undoubtedly put an untimely end to their conversation, as always. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Instead, she comforted herself with the idea that he had been outside but that she had not seen him. She had not been out to the tower herself since that first day; she could not face it. Whenever she thought of the blackened walls and the untouched but dirty porcelain face of the little doll, Isabella shuddered. In so many weeks, she had been unable to shake the desolate feelings which overtook her whenever she thought of the place. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It had largely kept her out of the woodland for fear of stumbling upon the tower even if she wandered down a different pathway. She did not know the lay of the land well enough to keep herself away from the tower, and she knew from experience how quickly one came upon it, how unexpectedly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Instead, Isabella had kept herself to the gardens which were, in all honesty, the most extensive she had ever seen. There were open expanses of immaculate lawn and neat rows of brightly coloured blooms everywhere. But there were also areas of great interest, walled gardens being most plentiful. Every time she found something new, Isabella gave a silent prayer of thanks to whomever it was that had created so beautiful an estate and grounds so many years before. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She would dearly have loved to have walked the grounds with Esme, for they had spent much of their time doing just that in the past. They had always liked to walk and talk each parting with harmless gossip or telling their hopes and dreams for the future to the other, stride upon stride. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Although Isabella and Esme had exchanged several letters, Isabella had yet to find the courage to ask her friend to call upon her at Coldwell Hall.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had not even begun to make inroads into the thing with hints, for Esme knew her almost as well as she knew herself and would see it most clearly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The problem was that Isabella did not want to put Esme in a dreadful position. In Esme’s mind, the tales they used to tell each other of the monster in the castle behind the tangle of impenetrable foliage might still loom large. The very idea of attending might well strike fear into Esme’s heart, and Isabella could not bear it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She could not bear the idea that Esme would accept the invitation out of love to her friend, all the while worrying and feeling fearful of such a visit. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But worse than that, Isabella could not bear the thought that Esme might refuse. It would seem like the end of their friendship, even if they continued to correspond. If she did not test that friendship, Isabella would not have to think about something as final as that refusal. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet, as she walked the gardens and leaned forward to draw in the wonderful scent of the roses, Isabella could not help dreaming of how wonderful it would be to have her friend with her every so often. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Still, those were musings for another day. Perhaps she ought not to invite Esme until she knew the truth of everything about Coldwell Hall. Not, of course, that she suspected Elliot of anything dreadful, but she knew there was something to know; something that had remained untold. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Not a secret, exactly, but an omission of some sort that she thought it would do well to know.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Not just because of Esme and the implications of inviting her dear friend to see her, but because of her own standing in the house and her own understanding of her husband and the family who had once shared that fine, enormous mansion with him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And it was in that very spirit that Isabella began to find herself exploring more and more. Whilst she had determined not to return to the tower, she had not turned her back on her quest for knowledge. Instead, she turned her attention to the house itself and wandered at will, just as she had been assured she might. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As always, Isabella moved quietly around the house, silently scuttling down corridors and wondering if she might, at any moment, come face-to-face with her husband. Quite why it had become something to fear, she could not say, for she had grown to look forward to their meetings in the evenings.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was coming to find her husband good company and, whenever some business or other kept him from their nightly conversation, Isabella had found herself disappointed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But still the shock of seeing him that day out in the woodland had not left her. Not just the shock of once again setting eyes upon the red and purple ruined skin, but to see how her own sudden appearance had affected him. Isabella did not want to put him through that again, although she was beginning to find each day growing increasingly longer, stretching out ahead of her until all she felt she had was time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps that was why she had come to look forward to her conversations with her husband. Perhaps it was loneliness which was driving her to hasten to the drawing room every night and to feel a growing sense of disappointment when she felt the evenings drawing to a close.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If she had other company throughout the day, would she willingly choose to spend the evenings with Elliot? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After some weeks of silent investigations, Isabella had felt sure she had identified the chamber that her husband used. She had walked by the door on the west side of Coldwell Hall, the opposite end from where she slept, many times. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After several days of intermittent hovering and listening, Isabella had finally found the courage to open the door. She had pushed it inwards very gently, relieved to find it unlocked. In her mind, she had a plan; if she found her husband there, she would claim herself to be lost and apologize that her exploration of her new home had taken her so far. She knew, of course, that it was a particularly weak excuse, but she could come up with no other and, in the end, she went ahead. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella had crept into the room, pleased to find that it was empty. Elliot must be somewhere else altogether, perhaps even in Crawford Maguire’s study in deep and fortifying conversation. Wherever he was, she knew she had at least a few minutes to indulge her curiosity. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The room was large although certainly no larger than her own one. She felt sure that it was not the biggest bedroom in the mansion and wondered why Elliot might have chosen not to take the very best for himself. Still, the room was very nice indeed and painted in the same light cream colour of her own walls. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It seemed that her husband was fond of making the internal spaces of Coldwell Hall seem as bright as if the daylight truly happened within. Whilst all the windows had beautiful and thick curtains hanging at them, there were no great sweeping pelmets anywhere, nothing to hinder the progress of whatever sunshine might be available. It was the same everywhere, Isabella felt sure. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Poor Elliot; he both loved and feared the daylight. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a great four-poster bed in the room with a dark green bedspread over the crisp, bright white linens. It looked as comfortable as her own and, for a moment, Isabella imagined Elliot in it, comfortable and relaxed, safe from the eyes of the world with his door closed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella walked a little further into the room, creeping almost on tiptoe so as not to make a sound. There was a great sense of Elliot in the room, with books everywhere on tables and shelves and, cast aside on an armchair as if it was sitting there in person, his violin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella smiled when she saw it, remembering the beauty of the melody she had heard that night so many weeks ago. The melody that he had composed himself. She could only draw part of the tune to mind and wished for all the world that she could remember it in its entirety. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been a haunting melody, one which she had felt sure had come straight from his heart. It almost described him in some way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There were few paintings on the walls, just as in her own room. It seemed that Elliot did not care to cover the lightness and do anything to darken the room at all. But there was one small portrait at the far side of his room, the opposite side from his own bed. It was a portrait that he would have been able to see quite clearly as he lay in repose, and she wondered if that was why it had been hung there in that position. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Again, she crept silently deeper into the room so that she might study the portrait closely. It was the head and shoulders of a young woman, a girl really, likely still in her younger years. She was perhaps just twelve or thirteen. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Although Isabella had not met the girl in question, the subject of the portrait, she felt sure that the painter had made a good likeness. She recognized the dark ash brown hair instantly as being as thick and soft-looking as Elliot’s own hair. But it was the eyes more than anything that made her draw in her breath, for they were the brightest green and so like Elliot’s that they might have been drawn out from his own face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is Lady Eleonora, His Grace’s sister.” Kitty’s voice startled her so badly that Isabella shrieked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She spun around to look at her maid and could see that she carried fresh bedsheets in her arms. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Kitty,” Isabella said in a tone which suggested shame and embarrassment; she had been caught out in the act of prying. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Your Grace,” Kitty said and inclined her head respectfully. “I had not meant to startle you, and I spoke quite without thinking. I really am terribly sorry.” Kitty looked frozen suddenly, displaying some of the shame and embarrassment that Isabella felt. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Think nothing of it, Kitty,” Isabella said kindly and was pleased when Kitty laid the sheets down on top of the bedspread, returning to normal. “Oh, this is just silly. You have caught me here prying into my husband’s room, and I am embarrassed. And now you are embarrassed, and it is too much. For goodness sake, let us dispense with these feelings, Kitty, what do you say?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think that would be a great relief.” Kitty smiled at her in that motherly way, and Isabella knew that her maid had returned to her ordinary state of confidence and comfort. “And if you do not mind me saying, it is hardly prying for a wife to be inside her husband’s own room, is it? You are married, and His Grace has not barred the door to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I suppose he has not. But perhaps he expected a certain amount of privacy. Perhaps he did not think he needed to lock his door against me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And perhaps he would never lock his door against you. Perhaps his door would always be open to you, my dear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella was sure that she understood Kitty’s meaning. The door was not simply open to her in daylight hours so that she might look at the decor and the view from the window, or study at close quarters the portrait of his young sister. The door was open to her permanently, in the darkness of night also. Isabella felt her cheeks flush a little but determined to say nothing more about it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Kitty, forgive me for being so curious and so inquisitive, but did Eleanor die in the tower in the woodland?” She turned from Kitty to look up at the fresh and innocent face of the young girl in the portrait. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lady Eleanor did die in the tower. There was a fire, you see, and she and her mother were trapped inside.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And that was eighteen years ago?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lady Eleanor was but twelve years old.” Kitty blinked hard, and Isabella could see tears shining in her eyes. She knew that she could ask no more of the woman than she had done already. “To think that she would have been thirty years now, likely with many children and a fine husband. Life can be so very cruel, can it not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, life can be very cruel indeed.” Isabella wanted to ask more, but when she saw the first of Kitty’s tears roll down her face, she knew she could not. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She crossed the room quickly and, without a moment’s hesitation, pulled Kitty into her arms and held her tightly. Kitty felt small and thin in her arms, her bones prominent, and her shoulders tiny. She leaned against Isabella completely and cried the tears which had no doubt been cried again and again over the years whenever she was reminded of the tragedy of Coldwell Hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me.” Kitty’s voice was barely audible. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is nothing to forgive, Kitty. I truly am so very sorry for the loss you suffered. And I am even sorrier to have reminded you of it with my own curiosity. It is I who must beg your forgiveness and not the other way around.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace.” Kitty began to straighten up and searched in the long sleeve of her dark gown for a handkerchief. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here, take this,” Isabella said and hurriedly handed Kitty her own. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Isabella, forgive me, but did your father approach you with some purpose when you attended the church in the village all those weeks ago?” Elliot’s tone was unreadable, and Isabella felt an old familiar stab of anxiety. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the anxiety which had always overtaken her whenever her father requested an audience with her at Upperton Hall when she had still lived under that roof. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He did,” she began uncertainly. “I ought to have said as much, I see that now.” She hung her head a little. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, you need not have said anything if you did not want to. And I do not ask to chastise you in any way for not being entirely frank with me. I am just concerned that you had suffered a little at your father’s hands if he made the same demand of you that he has recently made of me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, he has asked you for money, Elliot?” Isabella could feel her cheeks flaming with shameful heat. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How could her father have done such a thing? How could he have been so bold as to approach the Duke himself? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He has. I received a letter from him this morning and, please forgive me, but I discussed it with Crawford. I had begun to speak of it before I had thought it through properly, but I must assure you that Crawford is the most discreet of men, and I am truly sorry that I spoke without thinking. I am so used to discussing Duchy matters in full with my old friend that it comes as second nature.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You need not apologize. I am certain that Mr Maguire is completely discreet, even if my own father is not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If she was honest, Isabella did feel ashamed. She would have preferred that Elliot had kept that particular piece of business quiet, although she understood entirely how easy it was to forget oneself. She did not blame him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He tells me that he made some miscalculation, and that he would have asked me for a greater settlement at the time had he realized it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is very like my father to present the matter in such a way as to release him from any idea of blame in the thing. I can only apologize and assure you that I had nothing to do with it. It is of little matter to me if the estate of Upperton falls to the ground and disintegrates into dust.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is that why you did not ask me yourself?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. And I believe it to be wrong, Elliot. Despite the pressure that my father brought to bear, the threats he made, I could not see how it was your debt to pay. And so, after much thought, I chose to say nothing at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, the Earl did ask you to approach me on the subject? Is that why you never returned to the church?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “In part,” Isabella said truthfully. “When I told you that I was uncomfortable with the curious behaviour of my old acquaintances, I spoke the truth. I decided against telling you of my father’s behaviour. I am afraid that I was made very ashamed by it, and I would not have wanted you to think that I condoned it in any way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I understand; you have no need to make yourself uneasy. I can see why you had chosen to keep it to yourself, and I do not blame you for it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I thank you for your kindness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And the sum, whilst large, is something that I can easily pay. If I am honest, if your father had requested a greater sum, in the beginning, I would have paid it. And so, you see, it is of no detriment to me to give him the money.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do not owe it to him, Elliot. You made your agreement with my father, and that ought to be final. I would not have you expect to pay out every time my father miscalculates. It is not right, and he does not deserve such consideration from you. You forget that he turned on his heels and made haste when I collapsed on our wedding day. He left it to you to ensure that I was well and to deal with whatever the consequences were, and he gave it not a moment’s thought. He turned his back that day, and I think that you ought to turn yours now. He really does not deserve your time or your money.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would not be paying the sum to keep your father happy, nor even keep him solvent. It is entirely a matter of your own comfort and happiness, Isabella. If it would hurt you to think that your family would suffer for lack of funds, I will have the money paid out first thing in the morning. Not only that, but I would never think of it again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Realizing that he was speaking the truth, Isabella felt suddenly emotional. Through the wavering vision of tear-filled eyes and the customary gloom of the poorly lit drawing room, she stared at his handsome profile. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At that moment, Isabella wanted to cross the room and throw her arms around him. She wanted to kiss the soft, smooth skin of that side of his face and thank him wholeheartedly for his kindness. Not only for his kindness but for what truly seemed to be his friendship. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    However, she remained stuck to her armchair several feet from his side as if unable to move. She felt sure that her husband would be stunned by such a move and even shrink from her embrace. And if she somehow caught sight of the ruined side of his face, or even touched the skin as she embraced him, Isabella wondered if she might also not shrink from his proximity. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot thank you enough for such kindness, Elliot. Not in respect of my father, but in my own regard. That you would seek to make me comfortable with a situation that I held back from you humbles me, as it should.” She paused long enough to swallow down the thickness in her throat which was threatening to render her mute. “But I do not ask it of you. If I am to have any say in it, I should like to suggest that you do not pay my father another penny.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are still so very angry with your father for sending you here, are you not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not angry to be here, Elliot. I am angry with my father’s treatment of me, and I always shall be. In the end, the result does not justify the means of achieving it, and my father, even now, cares not for my happiness. Do not pay him, Elliot. Do not pay him on my account because I do not require it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Before I make my final decision, I must pry a little further, if you will allow me such an indulgence?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course.” Isabella felt a little uncomfortable, afraid even, as she worried what he might ask her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You said that you chose not to tell me despite the fact that your father had brought pressure to bear and made threats. Was this when he spoke to you in the church?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes.” Isabella wished she had not been so nervous in the beginning for it had loosened her tongue. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She should have trusted that Elliot would speak to her in a fashion most suited to adults; civilized adults. She should not have suspected him of the same temper and low standards that she had always associated with her father. She should not have been so suddenly and completely afraid of him, for they were two different men. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What was the threat that he made?” Elliot said in a level tone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot, is it necessary for you to know? Forgive me, but I would not change it. I would not tell you something now that would sway your opinion.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, as your husband, I should like to know.” It was the first time he had ever described himself as her husband, and Isabella felt that curious sense of emotion once again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am ashamed to tell you that my father promised to hurt my mother if I did not carry out his demands. He told me that if I did not come to you and request the extra funds, my mother would pay the price for my belligerence.” Once again, her head dropped. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am so sorry that you had to go through such a thing.” His voice was quiet, but there was a quality to it that spoke of danger. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was something that she had not heard before, and Isabella felt sure that he was biting back the most severe anger; anger which he would have wanted to direct to her father. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you. And I am sorry to have to tell it to you, for such brutish behaviour is most shameful to report.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And so, you believed your father’s threat?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, or at least I know him to be capable of such things. Whether or not he would actually carry it out is another thing. If he can see no gain it, if there is no way for him to show me what he has done, then he would not bother to do it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you cannot be sure that he would not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I cannot be sure.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you have seen him treat your mother cruelly in the past?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have seen him frighten her and belittle her, yes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But not hurt her, not physically?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, but my mother never made a false step in front of him. If I am honest, she never made a false step even when he was not there to witness it. She has managed to keep herself safe all these years by never arguing, never questioning, and never defending.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Defending herself?” Elliot sounded a little confused. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, defending me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is that how you know exactly what your father is capable of? Because you have stood against him and suffered the consequences?” Elliot’s voice held that dangerous quality once again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At that moment, Isabella felt something that she had never felt before in all her life; she felt protected. Whilst she had not enjoyed such feelings of safety within the confines of her own family, Isabella had always garnered a great feeling of care from Esme and so knew what it was to be loved genuinely. But Esme would never have been able to protect her from anything, she could only have done her very best to help her, and that was all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been enough, of course, that Esme had tried to help her plot her own escape from the marriage to the man they had both assumed would be a monster. Isabella had always known that Esme could have done no more than that. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But this feeling of protection, this feeling of great safety, was so sudden and unexpected that she could have cried out with happiness. As fleeting as it was, Isabella knew that she would never forget that moment for as long as she lived. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is how I know what he is capable of. I had always been a little braver than my mother, and it had caused me to object from time to time. And yes, that objection almost always cost me dearly. That is how I know that my father would hurt my mother without a moment’s compunction if it served his purposes. But I cannot protect her from him for she has never done anything to defend herself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And nothing to defend you either?” Elliot’s voice had returned to a gentle and soothing tone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, my mother has seen much misery visited upon me and spoke not a word. Not a word in my defense, not a word for my comfort later on when we were alone. To this day, I do not know if my mother ever loved me enough to try.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am so very sorry, Isabella.” For a moment, she thought that Elliot would rise up from his armchair and make his way across the room to comfort her. He made a curious motion in his seat, and she was convinced of it. But, in the end, he kept to his armchair and continued to speak. “And I am sorry that I have put you through so much and made this evening uncomfortable for you. I shall not ask that you see out the entire two hours with me this evening, for I am sure that you would wish to be in your own room so that you can order your own thoughts in private. Please forgive me for upsetting you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have not upset me, Elliot. You have been very kind, and I could ask nothing more than that from you. But yes, I should like a little solitude for a while to think, if you would excuse me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The moment that Isabella rose to her feet, Elliot did also. It was not in the common way of things as he ordinarily kept to his chair until he was sure that she was out of the room, and he was out of sight. But, tipping his head awkwardly so that his disfigurement was largely hidden, he took her arm to guide her out of the room and continued to walk through the entrance hall with her until she reached the bottom of the stairs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It felt so strange to be holding her husband’s arm; to be so close at his side. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Go up to your chamber and make yourself comfortable, Isabella, and I shall seek out Kitty and ask her to fetch you some warm milk.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Elliot.” She looked at him, catching the briefest glimpse of the purple skin and the raised, shiny ridges of silver. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good night, Isabella,” he said and quickly turned away from her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good night, Elliot,” she replied and watched as he disappeared down the corridor in search of Kitty. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Things seemed to have evened out a little for Isabella in the days which followed. She had not enjoyed for one moment telling Elliot the details, albeit scant ones, of her old family life. There was, she knew, so much more to tell than she had told, but it had been difficult nonetheless. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    However, it had also been strangely cathartic, and she felt a certain sense of peace when she had drunk her milk and put herself to bed after assuring Kitty that she would manage alone that night. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had slept more soundly than for some time and had even thought it likely she had not slept so well since she had rendered herself unconscious after collapsing to the flagstones of the chapel. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But this was not the sleep of injury; it was the sleep of relief and perhaps a little contentment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella had gone on to sleep very well for several nights following,and when she had woken not long after retiring some nights later, Isabella found herself surprised. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had been enjoying her new feeling of comfort and safety and had assumed that her new deep sleeping patterns had been a part of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella sat up in bed in the certain knowledge that she would not, not immediately, at any rate, get back to sleep. She knew it was after midnight, and it had been some time since she had eaten dinner. Isabella generally ate dinner before she went into the drawing room to sit with Elliot. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Being awake, she had realized that she was more than a little hungry and thought that if she did not creep down for something to eat; she would find it even harder to return to restful slumber. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With her decision made, Isabella rose from her bed and draped a pale pink shawl around her shoulders. She struck a match and lit the candle to light her way downstairs, even though the moonlight always seemed to stream through into the entrance hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When she opened the door and made her way out of the room, she paused for a moment to listen to the silence. Elliot would never hear her, his room being so far away from her own. It was true that she did not know where it was that Crawford Maguire slept when he stayed at Coldwell Hall, but she thought it unlikely that she would happen upon him in the middle of the night on the staircase. After all, she had not happened upon him once, day or night, in all the time she had lived there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Still, Isabella made a mental note to set about her silent investigations once more and track down Crawford Maguire’s resting chamber. At least then she would have the complete lay of the land in terms of who kept to what part of the house.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She did not know why it was important, or even if it was important at all, but she intended to do it anyway. Perhaps now it was nothing more than simple curiosity, for she did not feel the trepidation and fear that she had felt when first moving there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The great hallway was lit beautifully by moonlight, just as she had imagined it would be. Nonetheless, there was something comforting about the candle’s flame, and she held it steady as she descended the great staircase. When she was but halfway down, Isabella heard a sound she recognized. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the violin, although it was not the melody she had heard once before. It was not as haunting, although it was equally as beautiful. As a moth to a flame, Isabella made her way towards the library without a moment to stop, think, and reason. She simply wanted to hear the music. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stood outside the door for a few moments and listened. The melody that Elliot was playing contained less sadness than the last. It was by no means jaunty, but there was a certain hope and lightness in it that cheered her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Although she kept to the corridor for a few moments longer, Isabella decided to push the door gently open a little and see if Elliot would allow her admittance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He perceived the movement immediately, and she was surprised that there was not a single pause in his playing, not a note was missed. He inclined his head a little in the darkness, and she knew that he was beckoning her into the room. She made her way silently in, glad of the candle in the near darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She went immediately to the chair she had sat in the last time the two of them had spent time together in the library. She did not want to do anything different, nothing that would disturb him in his playing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella set her candle down on the small table beside her chair and leaned back, closing her eyes to enjoy Elliot’s playing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The melody really was beautiful, and Isabella felt sure that it was another one that had never been heard outside the walls of Coldwell Hall. She was certain it was another of Elliot’s own compositions, so beautiful was it. What a shame that such a talent was so rarely heard. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As far as she was aware, Isabella was as large an audience as Elliot ever played to. With her eyes still closed, she imagined him night after night sitting in the library playing endless melodies alone. Night after night, year after year. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is that another one of your own compositions?” she said after several moments of silence at the end of the piece. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is a new piece. I am not entirely happy with it yet, but I am getting close.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is something that you have lately begun to work on?” she asked with interest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I have been working on it these last weeks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elliot was sitting face onto her, although it was true that the fire had died down to embers, and she could barely see him. The only light in the room was the pale glow from her own candle, and it was certainly not enough to see him in any detail. But still, as her eyes grew accustomed to the darkness, she could just make out the two very distinct sides of Elliot Covington’s face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella thought him not so difficult to look at after all. However, she knew that things were so much different in the dim glow of a candle, and she was still not sure how she would manage to look upon him in the cold light of day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is very different from the last piece I heard you play, but equally beautiful. I know I have said so already, but your talent is extraordinary,” Isabella spoke softly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hope I did not wake you,” he said, and she could see his head tipped to one side in question. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I could not hear you playing, I just awoke suddenly. I must admit that I was a little hungry, and I had crept down to see if I could steal away a piece of bread and butter from the kitchen. But then I heard the violin, and I knew you would be here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you know where to find it all in the kitchen?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, that is why I brought a candle with me. I thought I might need to have a thorough look. I have only ever been in the kitchen to speak to the cook, and I have never dared help myself to anything. I should not like to incur her wrath.” Isabella laughed, and she could hear him laughing too. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, you wait here by the fire, and I shall sneak down into the kitchen,” he said in a conspiratorial whisper as he rose to his feet and leaned down to throw another log on the dying embers of the fire. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would not put you to any trouble,” Isabella said hastily although she was amused by the idea of a Peer of the Realm sneaking down into the kitchen to find some bread and butter for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elliot hurried past her, not bothering to take the candle with him. No doubt he knew exactly where to find everything he needed in the kitchen. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He seemed to move away so noiselessly that it was as if he had never been there at all; as if she had been talking to a ghost. As the embers caught, and the log began to burn a little more brightly, Isabella was aware that the darkness had been lifted a little. Undoubtedly, the prospect had not occurred to Elliot, or he would not have thrown the log on in the first place. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He returned in no time at all carrying a small tray. He set it down on the table beside her next to her little candle holder. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There, I hope bread-and-butter will do,” he said, and she looked up at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Between the candle and the fire, Isabella could see his face quite clearly. It seemed so very strange to look at him face on once again, and she was sharply reminded of her wedding day. That moment when he had turned to face her seemed to have happened slowly as if the world and everything on it had lost its vital speed that day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    However, to look upon him at that moment was a very different thing. His disfigurement was still shocking, that had not changed. But she was no longer made afraid by it. She felt almost upended by what a great shame it was that so beautiful a face had been destroyed. But not destroyed entirely, only in part. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To be able to see how handsome he really was, if only from one angle, might well have made the whole thing all the crueler, for it showed her most exactly what had been lost on the day he had been burned. And he had lost more than his handsome face that day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hope you are going to eat some, Elliot,” Isabella said and continued to look up at him. “I cannot possibly eat so much bread by myself, and I should not like to waste it.” She laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elliot hurriedly took two pieces from the top of the great pile of slices on the plate and made his way back to his fireside chair. He seemed to have become excruciatingly aware of the light in the room, and she could feel his awkwardness returning. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, I really am very hungry,” she said in as ordinarily a tone as she could manage before biting into one of the thick slices. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hope you will be able to sleep a little better once you have eaten.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sure that I shall,” she said and hungrily took another bite. “The cook really does make the most wonderful bread, does she not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, it was a very fine day when Kitty brought her to me. I have lived very well these last six years with our current cook.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And was she somebody that Kitty knew already?” Isabella said, remembering the system of procuring servants that he had described to her in detail. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Actually, she had been a cook at Crawford’s house,” Elliot said with a laugh. “Kitty had been over there training up a new maid for Crawford. She often trains his staff, and he is very grateful for it. Anyway, I do not know how she managed to persuade Crawford to part with his cook, but she did. She thought that Mrs Garrett would suit me very well indeed and, in no time at all, that good woman was installed here as my head cook.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what of Mr Maguire? Did he not mind at all?” Isabella laughed and thought the whole thing sounded most amusing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He made much fuss, believe me.” Elliot’s laugh grew deeper still, and Isabella could tell that he was genuinely warmed and amused by the memory of it all. “But it was a very good-natured sort of fuss. I could tell that he did not really mind, even though he went on about the thing for days and days. And every time he takes a meal with me here, he comments on all that he has lost.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But he would have rather that you had Mrs Garrett for yourself. He is a fine friend indeed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is. He immediately realized that it would be a much easier thing for him to go out into the world and find another cook who was equally suitable. He can advertise without any concerns whereas I cannot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And now? If you needed new staff now, would you still have such concerns?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know. Perhaps I would not, but likely only because I could hide myself away and leave the responsibility of it all to my wife.” He laughed again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I would not mind the responsibility at all, but I cannot imagine that I would be as proficient at finding the right people as Kitty and Mr. Maguire seem to be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose they are well practiced in dealing with my self-imposed exile.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is good to have people in your life who know you so well,” Isabella said before proceeding cautiously. “Elliot, forgive me for prying, but when was the last time you left Coldwell Hall? When was the last time you set foot out of the estate?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Heaven knows I have pried enough into your own life this last week, Isabella, and I can make no objection to you seeking similar information.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may make any objection you wish. And I shall not blame you for it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall answer you truthfully, Isabella, and tell you that I have not left the Coldwell Estate these last seventeen years. I was but a man of one twenty the last time I made any attempt at being out in society.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella was silent for some minutes, hardly trusting herself to speak for fear that her pity might show itself. She did not want to pity him because she knew he did not want to be pitied, but what a dreadful thing for a young man to keep to one place so long for fear of the reaction of others. It made her want to cry. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are shocked, are you not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not at all shocked. Given how the society I once shared made me feel on one simple visit to the church, I cannot begin to imagine what it is you suffered at their hands. It does not surprise me for a moment that you have chosen to be away from them, and I am only sorry that you have felt the need to do so for so very long.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would not wish to have your pity,” he said flatly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you do not have my pity,” she said, fighting hard against it. “But I am sad nonetheless.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I thank you for your kindness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What happened? I mean, what caused you to choose that day never to go out again?” Isabella knew that she was on very shaky ground indeed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was still recovering from my injuries, although I was recovered enough to be out of doors again. I had missed the world outside for the year that I had been an invalid, and I had decided to go out to my physician and have him check my progress rather than have him ride out to me. In truth, I had been quite excited by the prospect although understandably nervous.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Understandably.” Isabella spoke quietly saying just enough to remind him that she was still there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My driver drew up outside the doctor’s office, the very same doctor, in fact, who tended to you when you knocked yourself unconscious. Anyway, the driver I had then had been my father’s driver, and he had long since stopped attempting to look at me. He just could not face it and, back then, I could not blame him. I let myself out of my carriage and began to make my way to the doctor’s door. However, before I was six feet from it, I heard a bloodcurdling scream and looked down to see a child staring up at me. His mother hastily grabbed his arm and turned him sharply, but not before glaring at me as if I had purposefully caused some offence. The scream and the general commotion caused others to look at me, and it seemed as if the entire street had suddenly filled with people, all of whom were intent upon staring at me to indulge their curiosity to the fullest.” He paused, and Isabella remained silent. She did not want to say anything that might dissuade him from continuing. “At that moment, I could not stand it. I realized that I had made a grave error in seeking to reinsert myself into the world at large. I felt the greatest sense of being in the wrong place, of being wrong as a man. I wanted nothing more than to be away from there, to fly back into my carriage and have the driver urge my horses away.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, you left?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I turned on my heel and charged back towards my carriage. The driver turned briefly but never once attempted to climb down from his seat on the top of the carriage. He simply left me there, and I realized then that I was not even the Duke anymore. I was Duke in name only, but not a man who would command an ounce of respect anywhere I went ever again. Even my own driver could not look upon me; he could not even open the door to my carriage.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hope you dismissed him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can hardly remember what happened back then. If I were to guess, I would say that I had related the incident to Crawford and that he likely dismissed the driver. It was then that Crawford and Kitty began to take a good deal of interest in exactly who came here to Coldwell Hall to make their living.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you have not been out since then?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No,” he said in a dry voice. “As I had desperately tried to open the door of the carriage, sudden nervousness and shame overtaking me entirely, I heard laughter. The crowd that had gathered, once the shock of my appearance had worn off and their gasps had ceased, began to find my plight most amusing. The more they laughed, the more I became flustered and could not get the door open properly. It seemed to take forever, and all the while I could hear their laughter. Men, women, and children, all of them laughing at the disfigured Duke who could not even escape them successfully.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is truly despicable,” Isabella said in a low voice and felt a sudden surge of the purest anger. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had been quite determined to go out again, to give myself a little respite and to make another attempt. But every time I thought to do so, the sound of the laughter came back, and it seemed so much louder than the scream of the child and so much more destructive to my soul.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not surprised.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Every time I thought to go out again, I knew that I truly would not. I always found a reason why I could not go, and not very plausible reasons, it must be said. But I was fooling nobody, not even myself. In the end, I decided to admit that I was never going to leave Coldwell Hall again. When my decision was made, I cannot begin to tell you the strength of the relief that washed over me. I knew I would never have to face them again, and I felt glad.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot, I am so very sorry,” Isabella began, “but might things not be different if you tried again?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have often wondered over the years. But when I heard how you had been treated at church, a beautiful woman with not a blemish anywhere, I knew that nothing was different. It is the instinct of groups to act as a single entity. They all turn as one, stare as one, and laugh as one as if they are all functioning by the kind permission of one mind. I would never trust them with my soul again, and I fear that that is what I would risk by attempting it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I understand, Elliot.” Isabella’s voice was a whisper. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew she could not push him any further on the matter. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am a curiosity, Isabella, and by marrying me, you have become one also. I should have realized that from the very start. I am sorry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You need not apologize for you have done nothing wrong.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have I not?” he said desolately. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, you have not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella knew that Elliot was preparing to end the conversation again. With the flame low in the fire and the room in darkness once more, he rose to his feet. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodnight, Isabella,” he said and waited for her to leave the room first. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodnight, Elliot.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Dearest Esme, 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How glad I am to receive your letters and how grateful for news from the world outside. I must admit, I am pleased that you are returned home from the Midlands. I know that you continued to write and that I do not see you anyway, but just knowing that the two of us are in the same county is a great comfort to me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I do miss you terribly and have thought, more than once, that I ought to make an attempt to return to the little church so that I might at least see you for a few moments on Sundays. But I am sure that you will understand that, after the way my father behaved on the last occasion, I think it will be impossible for me to return there in the future. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I am growing used to the little services at the Coldwell Chapel with Elliot, Mr. Maguire, and the staff. Even the Minister is not quite so repellent to me as once he was, although I am still dubious of his spiritual guidance given what I know of him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I had thought that it would be an awkward thing for Elliot to be in the chapel in daytime, but he seems to manage it very well. He puts a good deal of planning into every move he makes, and I cannot help thinking that it must be truly exhausting. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He is the first to enter the chapel every Sunday, and I am certain that he is there for some time before anybody else arrives. I know, of course, that it is so that he can arrange himself in such a way that the ruined side of his face is turned firmly to the wall. From where he sits, there is none who can see it, not in its entirety in any case. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Even I, whose seat is at his side, am spared the full extent of his disfigurement. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And then, when the service is over, Elliot is always the last to leave. In fact, I have never seen him leave yet; he simply remains in the chapel. I am sure that he stays there until he is assured that there is none other present, save for Crawford Maguire. I do not think that Crawford ever looks away from him or shows any sign of repulsion. I think it likely that he never has. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He is a man of such goodness, although I cannot claim much personal knowledge of him. I learned that he has been the most genuine of friends to the Duke, and it gives me comfort. When Elliot first became scarred, I believe that everybody turned from him apart from Kitty and Crawford, and I am saddened when I think of all that Elliot must have been through. And when I think that I have been a part of that, I am made ashamed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I do not talk solely of my own part in perpetuating the myth of the monster, for it was already a well-formed tale when you and I were children; we could do no other than carry it forward. But, in truth, I do not think that I will ever forgive myself for my reaction on the day we first met. To have somebody collapse to the floor in a dead faint at the very sight of your face must be an absolutely soul-destroying experience. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    More than once, I have tried to imagine how I would feel myself in those circumstances, and it almost always reduces me to tears, so much so that I cannot think about it for long. If only I could break free from my own fear and prejudice and look upon him with ease, just as Crawford and Kitty do. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And I do not know if I will ever get the opportunity to try. Elliot is as determined that I should never see his face as I had been in the beginning. Everything is orchestrated, every move he makes, and I believe that it is all because of me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I cannot help thinking that we are destined to spend the rest of our lives in darkness, in the near gloom of a single candle’s glow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I have still not been back to the tower and wonder if I ever shall. But there is an idea which touches my heart and will not let me be. And every time that I look out of my chamber window and see Elliot making his way back out of the woods, every time I realize that he has been back out to that desolate tower, the idea prods at me a little more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I know now that Elliot’s mother and sister died in that tower in a fire; Kitty has told me that much. Beyond that, I do not know any more of the circumstances and can only assume that Elliot’s own disfigurement has some connection. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I saw that beautiful little portrait of his sister hanging in his chamber, I realized that he must have loved her very dearly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I cannot get the picture of the little doll out of my mind, the one with the untouched porcelain face. It is clear to me now that the doll must have lain there these eighteen years, rooted to the spot where it had last been dropped by its owner. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The clothing is ragged, and it greatly needs cleaning, and I fear that if it is left there for many more years, it will disintegrate. It is dry in the tower, but still, it cannot be the best conditions in which to house something which ought to be a keepsake. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Esme, I have it in my mind to go out to the tower and rescue the little doll. I should like to make it a new gown and clean its face and its hair and have it returned to its former glory. And then, when it is done, I would like to give it to Elliot in the hopes that it will give him some comfort and peace. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, I realize that I could be making the gravest error in doing so, and yet I am suffering the greatest notion that the Duke cannot move forward. It is as if he is trapped in a moment, not just a prisoner these seventeen years within the walls of his own mansion, but a prisoner within the walls of his own heart. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Even if I cannot look upon him properly, I should like to make some move that may help to ease his suffering. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I must think the thing through before I choose to do it, but I am almost certain already that I will try it. I will do something that will make a difference although, at this moment, I cannot tell if that difference will be for good or ill. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wish me luck, my dear Esme. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With much love, 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time she had finished, the doll looked almost as good as new. Isabella had made her a new little gown and had been surprised at how easily the stains of smoke had come away when she had cleaned the creamy porcelain face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As she worked, Isabella had been quite transported, remembering her love for her own dolls when she had been a girl of twelve. At that age, although one knew better, little dolls like that were almost real, very nearly friends. Especially for a young girl like Isabella who lived under the roof of a tyrant and spent a good deal of time on her own. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella worked with the care that she would have lavished upon one her own dolls in her youth and, as she put together a very pretty little gown, her fingers working nimbly as she stitched, she almost forgot that the doll was not hers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She made a bonnet to match the gown and tied it under the cold porcelain chin. When she had finished, Isabella laid the doll on her own bed and looked down at her. All in all, Isabella had done a very fine job of returning Lady Eleonora’s doll back to her former glory. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As she stared down at the doll, Isabella began to grow a little afraid. Now the thing was done, there was no turning back. She had taken the doll early that morning in the hopes that its absence would not be noticed. She knew that Elliot did not go out to the tower every day, and she had to hope that he had not been surprised by the doll’s absence. She had to hope that he had not been out there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But, of course, she knew she could wait no longer. The doll would have to be handed to him when she met up with Elliot that evening in the drawing room, and there was no other way around it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If he had not been out to the tower that day, then he might go the next one, or the one after that. Isabella thought that the whole thing would work so much better if he did not suffer the shock of seeing that the doll had been taken. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Going out to the tower to retrieve the doll had been a curious experience. As she had walked along the path, she knew that her steps were getting slower and slower the nearer she got. She was putting off the inevitable, not wanting to set foot ever again inside that place. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    However, when she finally arrived, when she finally pulled open the tatty wooden door, things were not quite as unsettling as she had remembered them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everything looked the same, but perhaps having a little understanding of what had happened there had removed some of the uncertainty, had stemmed the imagination just a little. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Still, when she made her way upstairs to retrieve the doll, Isabella did not waste any time. She scooped up the precious cargo and set off for home almost immediately. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Any fear she had of re-entering the tower had now been supplanted by the fear of Elliot’s reaction. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Having eaten very little of her evening meal, Isabella finally made her way down to the drawing room. She was late by a few minutes, something which was most out of character. But just as she had dragged her feet on her way to the tower that morning, she was dragging her feet on the way to her husband. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Isabella, I had thought you would not come,” Elliot said when she walked into the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am a little nervous, Elliot,” Isabella said truthfully. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hope you are not nervous of me? I had thought that you were perhaps not quite so uncomfortable in my company anymore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not at all uncomfortable in your company, Elliot,” Isabella said and suddenly wished that the whole thing was done, finished, for good or bad. “Not in the slightest. But I have done something, and I do not know if I did right or wrong.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You sound very worried, and I would not have you so. But please, do come in, Isabella. At least come and sit down and tell me what has happened.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella knew that the time had come and, instead of making her way in and sitting in the chair she ordinarily sat in, she walked right through the room and stood before him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked at his face through the dim light but tried hard to simply concentrate on the untouched side. She could not have her own reactions to him clouding the evening. This was about something very different and making him feel uncomfortable about his appearance would make everything so much more complicated. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me if I ought not to have done so, but I have twice been in the little tower that I found in the woodland. I know that you said that I am free to wander where I may, but I am not so sure that you had meant to extend that right as far as the tower.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nothing has changed,” Elliot said in a quiet voice as he studied her. She knew that he could see she held something behind her back and already he was becoming unsettled. “I meant what I said; you may go wherever you choose.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Isabella said but knew that, despite his current calmness, the thing was not over yet. “When I was there I saw a doll on the floor.” She heard him draw his breath in sharply. “And whilst I do not know the full facts, I realize that the doll must surely have belonged to your sister.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes.” His voice sounded husky, thick with emotion, and Isabella grew more nervous. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had the greatest concern that the doll would one day perish, its materials unable to withstand the conditions any longer. And so, I decided to make some repairs to her, to clean her and make her some new clothes.” Her voice trailed off as she saw his mouth gape open. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew at that moment that he realized that she held the doll behind her back, and he seemed for the entire world as if he would back away from her had he not been sitting in a chair. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No,” he said finally, his voice hard and angry. “No. No.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella began to back away, the doll still behind her back. Her hands were shaking, and she knew there and then that she had done the wrong thing. She should never have interfered, even if she had thought to help him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me,” she said as she backed away through the darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She did not want to turn around to make her exit for fear that he would get a glimpse of the doll he was so determined not to see. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No,” he said again, and Isabella thought it was in response to her pleas for forgiveness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Was he refusing to forgive her? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot, I am so sorry. I thought only to help, truly I did.” As she continued to back away, her heel caught the leg of the little table at the side of her armchair, and she lost her balance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella fell backward, landing hard, but thought at the last moment to pull the doll out in front of her. Had she landed on her, the porcelain face which had survived such destruction eighteen years before would have most certainly been cracked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Finally, Elliot got his feet and hurried towards her. He made such haste that her eyes flew to his disfigurement, her imagination suddenly running as wild as it might have done when she and Esme were little girls. The monster was bearing down on her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She began to slide back across the floor, her feet paddling to propel her backward in a bid to escape. And yet, despite her sudden fear, still she held the doll gently in one hand and out of harm’s way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Isabella. Isabella, stop. Stop moving,” Elliot said and stood stock still staring down at her. “I have not come across the room to hurt you; I have come to help you. I am not a monster!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella knew that she had thought exactly that. She knew what it was to have an angry man race across the room with the intent to hurt; a real monster, albeit that her father was fair of face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sorry,” she said, too shocked and fearful to even cry. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let me help you to your feet if you are not so afraid of me,” he said and held out a hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella took the hand and no longer felt afraid. Instead, she felt ashamed. She had assumed the worst of him and had likened him, in those dreadful moments, to her father.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But she knew that that was not what Elliot had seen. He had seen the girl who was afraid of the ugly monster, the monster that was going to hurt her, and she could have cried for all the pain she had just caused. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she said quietly as he pulled her to her feet with ease. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stood before him not knowing what to do or say with the doll hanging limply down by her side. If only she had left it alone; if only she had realized that, had he wanted the doll kept safe, he would have retrieved her years ago. If Elliot had wanted to keep his sister’s doll as a memento, it would never have lain out in the cold, desolate tower for eighteen years. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Why could she not have seen it all at the time? Why could she not have let it lay there, let it be? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot, I do not know what to do now,” she said, fighting hard against tears. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, neither do I,” he said, and she felt as if a strong wall had just been built between them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will return the doll to her original condition, as best I can, first thing in the morning. And I will take her back to the tower and leave her where I found her.” Her throat was so tight it was painful to speak. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elliot did not move or speak but stood there in front of her. His face seemed devoid of expression, and he did not, for once, seem to consider that he was standing looking at her face on. He made no move to hide himself or arrange things as he ordinarily did. He simply stood there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Away from the fire and the lamps, Isabella could not see him very clearly, but he was clear enough. Instead of concentrating on the ruination, instead of allowing her eyes to be drawn that way, she looked into his eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was too dark to see them as anything other than brown or black in the gloom, not the beautiful green that they were in lighter surroundings. He held her gaze firmly as soon as she looked at him; he did not look away, not even for a heartbeat. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They stood in silence for some moments, neither one of them looking elsewhere. The room was deathly quiet, and all that could be heard was the laboured breathing of them both. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella could not help thinking that their breathing suggested exertion, physical exertion. But of course, there had been none; only emotional exertion. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She wished she knew what he felt as she stared at him. She wanted to know if he hated her for what she had done. She knew it would not help her to be in the dark in every sense, not knowing if he would ever forgive her, not knowing what would come next. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think we should part for the rest of the evening, Isabella.” When he finally spoke, she recognized his voice again. He was back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Elliot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I cannot think it will do us any good to remain here in this state.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wish I could know if you would forgive me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let us not speak of this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Never speak of it? Never allow me to apologize properly? Never allow me to explain why I did it?” Isabella could feel herself becoming frantic. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodnight, Isabella,” Elliot said and finally broke their gaze. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, no. I will not say goodnight. I will not say goodnight and leave the room as I always do when you are no longer happy to speak. I do not want to go away until we have resolved it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is nothing to resolve.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella knew that he cast his eyes down for a moment, almost as if he was chancing a look at the doll. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, Elliot. I am truly sorry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodnight, Isabella,” he said again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He walked around her and out of the room without another word. Isabella turned to watch him leave and then followed him, holding onto the door frame as she watched him walk away along the corridor towards the entrance hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Silently, she crept along behind him, thinking all the while that he might turn back at any moment, that he might come back to talk to her and settle it once and for all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But as she saw his foot take the first of the stairs, Isabella knew that he was not coming back. She knew that he was going up to his own chamber, and she had no idea what would happen next. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella left it more than ten minutes before she began to make her own way upstairs. She walked up slowly, feeling heavy in every sense. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When she walked into her room, the doll still hanging limply by her side, Isabella could not remember ever feeling more alone and isolated in her life. She knew she had come to rely on Elliot’s company in the evenings, and she had the worst feeling that she would not be in his company again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As she sat down on the bed, the doll in her lap as tears rolled down her cheeks, Isabella tortured herself with the idea that she would spend the rest of her life at Coldwell Hall without ever seeing Elliot. He was successful enough in keeping away from her in the daytime, in hiding from her. If he wished to hide from her in the evening too, Isabella had no doubt that he could achieve it with ease. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked down at the doll in her lap and, in her misery, felt a rush of despair that almost saw her smash its porcelain face against the heavy wooden bedpost. She did not; she knew it was wrong. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This was not her doll; it was Lady Eleanor’s. Isabella should never have removed it from its resting place and never should have changed it in anyway. If only she had not been so foolhardy; if only she had not assumed she knew what was for the best. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And if only she knew exactly what it was she felt for Elliot. So much had happened that evening, and she had felt so many emotions. She had felt nervousness, apprehension, and then fear, shame, and regret. Would she really have felt any of those things if she did not care for him? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And what if she never saw him again? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With a heavy heart and unrelenting tears, Isabella finally put herself to bed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
     “It has been almost seven days, Kitty,” Isabella said when she finally gave in and discussed the awful episode at length with her maid. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps he just needs a little time, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I think that he shall never forgive me for what I have done.” Isabella shook her head wildly. “Never.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you have done nothing so terrible.” Kitty gave her a warm smile. “In fact, I think what you did was very kind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you think me misguided in my kindness?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I do not. After all, you are left with very little to go on as far as my master’s personality is concerned. You see him but two hours a day and you could not possibly have been expected to have known how His Grace would have reacted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “True. But I could have perhaps asked you first. You or Mr. Maguire. Who knows my husband better than the two of you?” Isabella sighed and felt the sadness of that truth; she did not know her own husband as well as others did. “Oh, if only I had spoken to you first, Kitty, then this would not have happened. I would have left the doll where it was and kept away from that dreadful tower.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, do not distress yourself, my dear.” Kitty’s tone and the lightest touch on Isabella’s shoulder were more soothing than anything on earth to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is it about that awful place that draws one so? It is a place of such misery and feelings of awful foreboding. And yet Elliot takes himself there almost every day and I, like a fool, seek to follow in his footsteps when I should never have set foot inside those evil, blackened walls.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella knew that the tower was not an intrinsically evil place; it was just the site of an awful tragedy. But still, she wished she had never set eyes on it; she wished she had never looked out of her chamber window and wondered at the turret she could see through the tall trees. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was not, in the end, an enchanted place of mystery, but a place of the deepest sadness. Isabella was whipping her emotions up into a great state, and she needed somewhere to firmly plant her blame for it all. The tower seemed as good a place as any. Of course, the truth was that she largely blamed herself for her carelessness in proceeding with little or no information. What a foolish thing she had done. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Kitty, tell me, what should I do now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wish I knew. If I did, I would tell you, my dear. I promise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But what if Elliot never speaks to me again? He is so good at hiding himself away from the world that he easily hides away from me also. And that is without so great an upset between us previously. Now that this has happened, I am sure that the two of us could live out our lives here in this place without ever once seeing one another again.” As much as Isabella was unsure of her own feelings for Elliot, she knew she could not stand a life led in such a way.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It would be too isolated; too cruel. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sure that could not possibly happen,” Kitty said as brightly as she could. “You will stumble upon one another before you know it; I am quite sure of that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I stumble upon him so rarely, and Coldwell Hall is so very large.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But surely not so large that you would never see each other.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Kitty, I have not met Crawford Maguire since that first meeting here, and he claims to keep rooms here. And, apart from you, there are many of the household servants whom I am sure I have seen only once. There are probably others I have not seen at all.” She began to feel panic rising. “How is it possible for a person to be as isolated as I am in a house full of people?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, please do not upset yourself so badly.” Kitty patted her shoulder. “Would it help if you spoke to Mr. Maguire about it all? Perhaps he might have better answers for you. And he is in a better position to speak to the Duke on personal matters where I am not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But the two of you are close,” Isabella objected. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But he is still my master, and I the maid. Now that he is a grown man, I can no longer speak with him the way I did when he was a boy. But Crawford Maguire is able to speak freely with him, being a friend and an equal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you have some contact with Crawford Maguire?” Isabella said hopefully. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I have a good deal of contact with him. We have worked alongside one another all these years to keep the Duke well looked after. I can get a message to him and request a meeting for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would you really, Kitty?” Isabella felt a little spark of hope in her chest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, I would, Your Grace.” Kitty’s image in the dressing table mirror smiled warmly at Isabella’s reflection. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I should be most grateful.” Isabella raised her arm and placed her hand on top of Kitty’s as it rested comfortingly on her shoulder. “Thank you, Kitty. I do not know how I would manage without you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Just the following day saw Crawford Maguire making his return to Coldwell Hall, and Isabella felt a twinge of nerves as she made her way to his study. She need not have feared the meeting, however, for the moment she was in his presence once again, Isabella felt as comfortable as she had the first time they had met. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re Grace, how very nice to see you again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, call me Isabella. I cannot bear to be called Your Grace any longer.” Isabella sighed with relief that Crawford Maguire was as easy company as she remembered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh dear,” he said with a wince. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not complaining, Mr. Maguire, truly. I just wish I could hear my own name spoken aloud from time to time.” She shrugged. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Surely Elliot calls you by your first name?” Crawford seemed momentarily confused. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He does, of course, but I have not seen my husband for a week, and so I should like to hear my own name spoken. It might make me feel less alone, less isolated.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am terribly sorry, Isabella. I knew, of course, that there was some problem, and I ought to have been aware of it as I spoke. Forgive me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is nothing to forgive. I am grateful to you for coming out to see me today, really I am.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I should have been here more than I have been of late. You would have found me easily if I had been.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr. Maguire, I would not expect you to be here at all times. You have your own life, and you must lead it. And I have heard Elliot say as much. He would not have you tied to Coldwell Hall at the expense of your own future.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is no hardship. And please, if I am to call you Isabella, you must call me Crawford.” He smiled and continued, “Forgive me, but Kitty has already furnished me with some of the details of the problem at hand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you know the foolish mistake I made with Lady Eleanor’s doll, do you not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know about the doll, but I am bound to say that I do not think your actions foolish at all,” Crawford spoke in his customary open manner. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella did not suspect for a moment that his sentiment was anything other than true. He was not trying to flatter her or ease the blow of her own foolishness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wish I could share your optimism, but I have been almost entirely alone this last week for my efforts, and I do not know what to do about it. There would seem to be no way for me to take the whole thing back. Of course, I cannot, but I wish I could. I wish I could erase it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not share that view. In truth, I am glad that you have made some move which will force Elliot to make some move of his own.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am afraid I do not understand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot visits the tower every day of his life; or almost every day, at any rate. It has been eighteen years, and it is beyond the point of being a healthy pastime. He is no longer paying respects, but clinging on to his grief. It is as if he cannot let the grief go for fear of letting Eleanor and his mother go also. But they are gone, Isabella, they are gone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “True, but should he not be allowed to grieve as he sees fit? We are all different after all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but this is not grieving in the normal way. This is a very determined grieving. It is the sort of grieving that is born of the guilt of having survived where others have perished. It is not so much sadness and loss anymore as it is a means by which Elliot might punish himself daily. And punish himself for nothing more than the crime of surviving.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh dear.” Isabella raised a hand to her throat involuntarily. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Crawford’s words made sense, and she wished she knew her husband as well as his friend did. She might have found a different way of going about things. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “By removing the doll from the tower, you have forced him to think about his loss again instead of concentrating solely on his own punishment. He has been forced to interrupt a pattern that has been repeated almost daily for many years. And I do not doubt that Elliot is uncomfortable with it all; he has relied on this pattern for so long that he must feel all at sea.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But that is terrible.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is painful; I have no doubt. But I also have no doubt that it is necessary. I do not think a change for the better in this situation can possibly come without pain. But I think it is fear also; the fear of letting go of old rituals if you will.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, you think this to be a good thing?” Isabella wondered if there was some hope. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do. Elliot is stuck, not only in the past but in the routine of every day. I had hoped that he would break many of those routines once he became married, but he has kept to them much as he did before.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But he spends his evenings in my company. Two hours a day at least. Or he did, before all of this.” She spread her hands helplessly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But his days are the same. He creeps about the place trying not to encounter his own staff, content only in my company, or the company of dear Kitty. And that has not changed in many years.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have only encountered him once in the daytime.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because he does not want you to see him by light; you must have realised that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. And I know it is my fault.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why? Why is it your fault?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If I had not fainted that day in the chapel, I would not have made Elliot feel so conscious of his scars.” Isabella looked down at her hands. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He was conscious already, and he has been hiding from his own staff for so long it was already a habit. And he had known that your reaction would not be favourable before the day had even arrived. Elliot was aware of the dangers of marrying a lady he had never met and who had never set eyes on him. But he could not get past your father on that issue, I am afraid. The Earl would not hear of it, stating that you were well prepared, and no meeting was necessary.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot claim to be surprised by my father’s actions, sadly.” Isabella felt her cheeks flush. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She suddenly remembered that Elliot had told Crawford Maguire that her father had made an approach for a further financial settlement to be made. Although she had stridently asserted she would wish no money to be sent, still Isabella felt the shame of the connection as if she were as guilty of greed as her father. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But really, nothing would have prepared you for the first meeting. It is just unfortunate that your first meeting was your wedding day. You would always have had a reaction of some sort to Elliot’s appearance; you are human. It takes a while before you do not see it anymore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do not see it?” Isabella asked awkwardly with reddening cheeks. “You do not see Elliot’s scars?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I do not. But it has not always been so. I struggled with it in the beginning, but largely because I remembered just how he had looked before. I was forever expecting something different. But time passes, and I would be shocked now to see him suddenly returned to his former appearance. It is simply a matter of familiarity and nothing more.” He shrugged his broad, vaguely stooped shoulders and smiled warmly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He really was a very nice man and undoubtedly a good friend to Elliot. And perhaps he was becoming a good friend to Isabella also. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you think I can grow used to it too?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have no doubt. But for that to be achieved, two things must happen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And they are?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Firstly, Elliot must come out of the shadows, for how else are you to get used to his appearance?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And the second thing?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must be prepared to look. If you do not look, you cannot become accustomed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is very true,” Isabella said although she already doubted her own fortitude in that regard. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But it will take time and patience for you both.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what about the doll? What if Elliot can never forgive me for what I have done? Surely then, everything we have discussed this morning would be out of the question.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot will not stay in hiding for long. It is just his way of managing things; a way you must help him to let go of.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, what should I do with the doll? I have it in my room and dare not make a move one way or the other for fear of making another grave mistake.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot tell you what to do with the doll. I think this is something that Elliot must overcome, rather than you. You tried to help and, in the end, I think it will help. All I can provide by way of advice is to tell you to have patience. This will work itself out, I am sure. Whatever you choose to do with the doll will end up being the right thing. The whole point is that you have thrown a pebble into the still waters of habit, and the ripples will continue to spread outwards now, regardless of what you do with the doll.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    For the two days which followed, Isabella’s mood continued in an optimistic manner. Crawford’s words had not only soothed, they had made perfect sense. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And, knowing Elliot as he undoubtedly did, Isabella knew that Crawford’s words were as sure as anything she would ever hear in respect of Elliot. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The idea that she would come to look past Elliot’s disfigurement was one which seemed feasible in one moment and impossible in the next. But Crawford had first-hand experience of that very thing, so she must trust his ideas in want of anything else to replace them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Still, there had been no sign of Elliot. Every evening after the meal which she now always took in her own room, Isabella made her way downstairs to the drawing room in hopes of finding him there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When she found the room empty, she would then make her way to the library in the hope that he would be sitting in the near-dark as he made ready to play his violin. But there had been no sign of him there either. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If Crawford were right, Elliot would come to his own conclusions sooner or later, and she would see him again. And now that Crawford knew everything, might he not bring some kind and caring pressure to bear on his friend to look at things in a different light? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After another day with no sign of her husband, Isabella decided to once again make the journey through the woodland to the tower. She had decided to return the doll, not entirely for Elliot’s sake, but because she was tired of seeing it in her room, reminding her of her mistake. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was an unusually cool day, and Isabella wrapped a heavy woolen shawl around her shoulders before setting off for the tower. She tucked the doll into the folds of her shawl, lest she happened suddenly upon Elliot out in the grounds.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She did not want to have that same conversation again; she simply wanted to return the doll and have done with it; forget the whole thing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella hastened through the woods this time, not delaying her arrival by any means. She wanted to get it over with and return to the Hall. And when she approached the ruined door of the tower, she did not feel the same sense of apprehension. She knew what to expect, and it did not bother her as it had done. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps that was what Crawford had meant when he said it was simply a matter of familiarity? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella pulled open the door and headed immediately for the stairs. She hurried up them carefully and into the room above. The moment she set foot inside the smoke blackened room, she gasped in surprise. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Standing in the room, staring down at the place where the doll had once lain, was Elliot. He spun around in surprise, facing her square on for a moment before coming back to himself and turning to hide that side of his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me; I had not known you were here, Elliot. I would not have come otherwise, and I did not mean to startle you, she spoke in a flurry of nervous words. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think you were as startled as I was. There is no need to apologize,” he said sombrely, and she wondered quite how things now stood between them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Was he still so quietly angry with her? Or had the anger passed, only to be transmuted into something else? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall leave.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You came here for a reason, did you not?” He seemed suddenly interested in her reason for being there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella felt suddenly afraid. She did not want to remove the doll from the folds of her shawl in front of him for fear that the sight of it would engender the same reaction as the first time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did. But I had not thought you would be here.” She turned to leave. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, wait. Please,” he said, and she turned around slowly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not wish to intrude upon your solitude. I never did,” Isabella said quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I should never have acted the way I did,” he said and looked at her intently with his head still tilted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella stood silently looking back, her relief at seeing him again greater than she could ever have expected. But still, she did not know what to say. She did not know what to do with the doll. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was taken by surprise that night, Isabella,” he went on when she had still not spoken. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know, and I am sorry for it, «she said truthfully. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I know that you acted with the best of intentions.” His voice was quiet and uncertain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella had only heard him speak in such a way rarely, and she knew he must be suffering. She wanted to make it all easier for him but still did not know how. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But the best intentions are no substitute for firm knowledge. Of course, I had no way to secure such knowledge, but I know now that I should not have acted without it. And for that, I am sorry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My sister played here almost every day as a child.” He began his tale so suddenly that Isabella’s mouth fell open just a little. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did she?” Isabella quickly recovered herself and smiled encouragingly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ever since she had been a very little girl, she had loved this place.” He looked around him at the blackened walls. “She always thought it was a castle. Not a part of a castle, but the whole thing. I never could tell why it was she thought that.” He smiled to himself. “A little girl’s fancy, I suppose. I tried to tell her that the tower had been a lookout for a real castle that stood on this site hundreds of years ago, in the time of my ancestors, but she would not have it as true.” He laughed and shook his head. “She told me I must be wrong because this was the castle, and that was that.” He waved his arm vaguely around the place. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It must have seemed magical to a young girl,” Isabella spoke with quiet care; she did not want to interrupt him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would come here with her when she was little. Mama did not like her out on her own in case she came to injury somehow. If I did not come, Kitty would.” He stared off into the distance as he drew it all to memory. “Her nurse would never come down with her. She liked Eleanor to stay clean and tidy in the main grounds, not scampering through wild woodland.” He laughed almost to himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My own nurse was very similar.” Isabella smiled at him, but he did not see her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, and her governess, when Eleanor was old enough to have one, was much the same. But Eleanor would have spent all day every day here in this place. She would have taken her morning lessons in this room if her governess had allowed it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But your sister still managed to spend a lot of her time here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. She had me, Kitty, and Mama wrapped around her little finger. Mama, in particular, would spend many hours out here. So long, in fact, that they would bring a picnic lunch with them some days.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That sounds idyllic.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was a very different place then. Eleanor had persuaded me to carry all sorts of comforts over from the Hall.” He laughed and became distant again. “I remember carrying the ruined old armchair you see here.” He pointed at the chair. “It was in a very fine state of repair back then. And there was a chaise-longue and two more chairs downstairs, along with a little side table. I carried it all across bit by bit, whenever Eleanor decided upon some other scheme.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must have been very close.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We were.” He smiled. “She was only five or six years old when I carried these things here. I was but fourteen years myself. And she was very precious to me. She was like a little doll herself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No doubt she had the room beneath all set out so that she could host afternoon teas.” Isabella could imagine it all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A little girl with her mother and an old teapot and cups as she poured nothing more fortifying than cold water out for her doll and her mama to drink. She had played such games herself when she had been a girl. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But when Isabella had been a girl of six, Lady Eleanor had already been dead some four years. Had she lived, she would have been an adult in comparison. The idea gave Isabella a little shiver. She was silently mourning the loss of a girl who would never grow up; would never become the woman of thirty years who ought to have been there now, befriending her new sister-in-law. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The timing of it all was not lost on her. Neither was the fact that Elliot had suffered the disfigurement which had ruined her life when Isabella was just two years. It was a lifetime. She had known that already, of course, but something about imagining herself back then had put it all into some sort of cruel perspective. He had suffered for almost her entire lifetime. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, there was an old tea service. Well, bits and pieces.” He shrugged. “Just enough cups and saucers and a teapot, I think. And it was all still here as the years went on. Even as she began to grow up, Eleanora kept everything just as it was here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And she still visited?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Every day.” He shook his head indulgently. “Every day. Although she had taken to coming here on her own more. Mama was less anxious about her coming to harm or having an accident.” He stopped suddenly and stared at the walls at what was obviously the evidence of that one, final accident. “She still thought this an enchanted place, a place she still thought of as an entire castle. But she didn’t have her tea parties anymore. She used to read her books on the chaise-longue downstairs, or sit in her armchair up here and gaze out of the thin windows.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was a place of peace for her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, it was certainly that. And after my father died, I always thought she came here to think about him and to weep just a little in private. She was that sort of girl.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did your father ever visit her here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not really. He might have popped his head in when he was out and about on the grounds. Nothing more than a cheery hello.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That was nice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, he knew it was Eleanor’s little domain, a place she shared with our mother, and he respected it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How old was Eleanor when your father passed away?” Isabella felt as if they were somehow on more stable ground than they had been. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elliot was becoming comfortable enough to talk about things he might never have said out loud. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She was just eleven, and I was nineteen years. It hit her very hard indeed. I daresay it hit all three of us very hard. He was young to have passed, and it came as a shock.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must have been a very close family.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We were. You know, I was never excited by the prospect of becoming Duke. At least not since I was old enough to realise that it would only come to pass when my father had died. I would have gladly never taken my title.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is a painful gift, a title. Or, at least, it can be.” Isabella thought of her own family. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Would Anthony ever wish that his title would never come so that his father could live forever? She doubted it. Anthony was too much like their father to suffer the finer feelings or to even care about anyone besides himself. Their family, she thought miserably, had never been close. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How sad it was that Elliot, a man who had clearly been a part of such a close family, had lost them all within a year and found himself alone in the world by the age of twenty. The loneliest Duke in all of England. The thought of it made her want to cry. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elliot’s retreat from the world was so much more complex than a disfigurement and the cruel taunts of others. There was nobody left to love and be loved by. His world had ended so suddenly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It should have occurred to me that Eleanor would one day try to do something to stay warm in here.” He resumed his tale with the same suddenness as he had begun it. “Her visits here were so much longer when she did not have our mother with her, or Kitty, coaxing her home again into the warmth of the Hall.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella felt her mouth go dry. Had Eleanor started the fire that eventually took her life? What an awful thought. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She was not the most practical of girls, and I should think she understood very little about the need for a fireplace when a fire is to be lit.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You mean…?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is the only explanation. There was a pile of kindling up here too,” he said and kicked at some grey, dry twigs. Isabella could hardly believe what she was looking at. Sticks gathered up by the young girl who ought now to be a woman of thirty. “But the damage was so fierce downstairs that it is clear she chose it to be the site of her little fire in the end. No doubt she had decided to light a little fire on the stone floor and stay warm as she laid on her chaise-longue and read her book. A smaller imitation of our beloved mother in her own little drawing room.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no.” Isabella felt suddenly so sad and horrified all at once. It was almost overwhelming. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can only think that the little fire got suddenly out of control, maybe catching light to the chaise-longue itself or one of the armchairs. There is nothing left but debris down there now, so I suppose I shall never know the absolute truth of it. But it is the only thing that makes sense. And, instead of running out of the tower, she ran up in a bid to escape the flames.” He paused and cleared his dry, hoarse throat. “I will never know if she was so afraid she just panicked and ran up the stairs, or if the fire had barred her way. The old door is blackened, but it was not burned completely, so I cannot say definitely.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella could think of nothing to say. Her eyes had welled with tears of pity, and she dared not blink or speak for fear they would fall. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I knew nothing of it until I heard the shouts coming from the stables. I was in my study and looked out to see a horrible, thick black plume of smoke drifting towards the house from the woodland. I knew, of course, that it must surely be coming from the tower.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella stood as still as a statue hardly daring to listen to the rest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As I ran out through the grounds, one of the stable hands said he had seen the Duchess run past him. I realised then that she had seen the smoke and had run towards her daughter with that unspoken motherly instinct of protection. As I ran, I knew they were both in there, and I felt helpless as if I was running through wet sand to get there, getting ever slower as I went.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had turned his back to her, staring out of the slit of a window that the young Lady Eleanor had gazed out of so many times in her young life. Isabella felt the doll slip a little in its fold of woollen shawl and hastened to secure it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “When I got here, the ground floor was aflame. The door was opened wide, and I knew my mother must surely have left it so as she tore in to rescue her child. I could do no other than run in through the flames.” He held a protective arm up to the unmarked side of his face, and Isabella knew that he must surely have done exactly that on that awful day. “I could see that nothing would have survived the inferno on the ground floor and ran up the stairs. I had to feel my way, the air was so thick with smoke. And it was the same in here. No flames, nothing on fire, just thick, black smoke. I could see nothing at all, and it felt hot and thick in my lungs.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Elliot.” Finally, Isabella spoke. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I dropped to my knees and searched, finding my mother first. I could not rouse her and knew she was not breathing. I felt so torn. I could not leave her there, but I could not stop looking for Eleanor either.” He paused for several moments and was still staring out of the window and away from her. “And I found her just a few feet away. I did not stop to see if she was breathing; I just lifted her up and ran blindly down the stairs. I left her on the ground in the care of the stable hands who had arrived just after me. I then ran back in for my mother. But as I ran through, my arm over my face, there came a great rumbling noise and something like a ball of flame, perhaps from the chaise-longue or the armchairs, I could not say, seemed to roll towards me. I felt it tearing into my flesh as if it were a knife rather than flames. I had never known such pain. I cried out, and I could hear shouts at the door. One of the stable hands reached in, and I felt him grasp my arm. I knew he meant to pull me free, but I could not leave my mother there alone. I tugged hard to free myself and set off for the stairs once more. The pain had all but gone in my determination, and I was back down with my mother in no time. The pathway to the door was clearer, the worst of the flames having burned themselves out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella knew the worst was to come. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “When I made my way outside, and the men took my mother from my arms, I knew she was dead. I knew that the smoke had filled her lungs and choked the life out of her. I had known it all along. I turned to my sister and could see Kitty on her knees by her side, her head resting on my sister’s chest and her thin, bird-like frame wracked with sobs. I walked over, knowing all the while that my sister was gone also.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am so sorry.” The image in her mind of Kitty, bent double with grief over the young girl, finally tipped Isabella’s tears over, and they ran down her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I dropped also, looking down at my sister’s beautiful face. She was untouched by fire, the same as my mother. They had both been choked by the smoke, but the vicious flames had never reached them. It was a relief of sorts that they had not known the searing pain of burned flesh. But the fact they had suffocated was no real consolation. And, apart from the smoke and the dirt, my mother and sister looked as if they were unharmed. Like there was no true reason for them to be dead. I wanted to shake them both and shout at them until they woke up and started breathing again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella took a step towards him, not knowing if she really should. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And then Kitty, my dear Kitty, looked up at me, and her anguish turned to horror. Her eyes were glued to my face, and I knew then that the searing pain of the flames must have wrought some dreadful damage. But I did not care then, you see, for I wanted to lay down at the side of my mother and sister and stop breathing; to be dead also.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella took another step and laid a hand squarely in the middle of his back. He started a little at her touch but did not turn around. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You came back with the doll, did you not? You came to return it to the very spot in which it had lain these eighteen years?” He spoke quietly, but she could hear the catch in his voice and knew that he was crying his own tears. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she said simply. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You need not do that. I won’t leave Eleanor’s doll here any longer. I won’t leave this place a shrine anymore. It is time to clear it up or knock it down; I do not know which.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what should I do with the doll?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will take it. I shall keep the doll in memory of my sister.” His voice was breaking. “And thank you for restoring it so carefully. I am truly grateful, even if I must have seemed anything but these last days.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    For two more days following their meeting in the tower, Isabella had not seen Elliot anywhere. But she had not looked for him this time, knowing that he would send for her when he was ready. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella had caught his strained, exhausted expression when he had finally turned back from the window to reveal the good side of his face once more. But it was enough for her to see how the retelling of it all had almost brought him to his knees; it had taken so great a toll on him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And when he had reached out to take the doll from her, holding the lifeless thing for the first time in many years, Isabella could almost feel how overwhelmed he was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When she had offered to walk back along the woodland pathway with him, she had not been at all surprised when he had declined. And she had not been hurt or offended either, knowing that she would have relished her privacy had she been in his place. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All in all, Isabella had begun to feel that an important corner had been turned. Elliot was in pain, she had no doubt of that, but perhaps Crawford had been right. Perhaps Elliot had needed to move along in the mode of his grieving. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And Isabella could not help thinking that if there was an end in sight to his fierce pain, that the two of them might really be able to concentrate their efforts on spending more time in each other’s company. Perhaps even truly find that familiarity which would make her as comfortable to look at Elliot as Crawford and Kitty were. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On the second night without any sign of him, Isabella felt reasonably content. The worry she had suffered that she would never see Elliot again, that she would see out her life miserably alone in Coldwell Hall with an unseen husband, had all but vanished. They had come to a better understanding out there in the tower, and she knew it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella had made it clear that she had been working without knowledge because he had never given her such knowledge. And he had provided it almost immediately. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella had settled down very quickly that night, turning off her small gas lamp early as she felt sleep begin to take her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In no time at all, she was sleeping peacefully. That was until she heard a noise on the other side of her chamber door. She knew she had certainly heard something, for it had ripped her from her slumber and forced her to sit upright in her bed almost immediately she had heard it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Surely there was somebody outside the room. Almost frozen to the spot, Isabella stared out through the darkness, willing her eyes to see. Would the door handle move slowly as the person on the other side of the door sought to gain entry at last? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Isabella began to grow more conscious of her senses and surroundings, she tried to rationalize her fear away. After all, who could it be apart from one of the servants, Kitty, Crawford Maguire, or her husband? Surely an intruder would have been discovered before getting so deep into the house. And how would such an intruder ever make his way into the grounds in the first place? The hawthorns and leylandii were, she knew for certain, utterly impenetrable from the outside. Being designed to be just that, the perimeter was carefully maintained, she knew. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And so, it must be Kitty. But why would Kitty hover outside? Surely, she would just quietly make her way in.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Common sense told her it could not be Crawford Maguire either. There would be no sense in him coming to her room at that hour, and she knew in her heart that he did not hold any inappropriately romantic inclinations towards her, his friend’s wife. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It had to be Elliot, there was no other explanation. But the idea suddenly made her feel unsettled. As hopeful as she had begun to feel for thoughts of her own future with Elliot, she was not yet ready for him to appear in her own quarters, day or night. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hardly breathing, Isabella listened for any sound outside but could hear none. She had been sitting rigid and unmoving for many minutes and knew she could not remain that way all night. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, she re-lit her oil lamp, wincing at the sound of the match as she struck it and it flared. The room seemed suddenly huge, with all shadows banished and all clear space returned to her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella looked all around the room, her eyes finally alighting on a white rectangle on the dark wooden floorboards by the door.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a note, surely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella got out of her bed as quietly as she could and made her way across the room on tiptoes. She swooped down to pick it up and hurried back to her bed, the feeling that someone was still on the other side of the door not having left her entirely. She climbed back into bed to read the note by the light of the oil lamp. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Dear Isabella, 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Please forgive the dreadful tension of these last days and understand that I would not have visited such tension upon you purposefully. But regardless of that, I think there is still an apology to be made to you, and I shall make it now.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I had wanted to find a way to apologize and think that I have found a very fine way. When you awake, you will find my apology in the library waiting for you. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank you for your patience and your kindness in the tower. I shall never forget it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elliot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella read the note over and over again. It was short and to the point, but she appreciated its sentiments nonetheless. And he had signed it simply Elliot, with no other term of endearment. But what, in all honesty, ought he to have done? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were married, yes, but they were still only just starting to get to know one another. Isabella would not have known quite how to sign such a missive herself and had a sudden image of Elliot leaning over the thing for hours as he tried to decide how to end it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With such musings out of the way, Isabella began to wonder what could be waiting for her in the library. She knew that an apology could not be literally waiting for her there in the darkness, silently whiling away the hours until she awoke. It must be a gift of some sort, or perhaps even Elliot himself, suddenly wanting to apologize to her in person. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, Isabella’s curiosity threatened to overwhelm her, and she was suddenly up and out of her bed once more. She lit a candle, thinking it to cast a more discreet glow for the midnight wanderer, and turned her oil lamp down once again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With a shawl around her shoulders, Isabella crept to the door, opened it, and listened. There was nothing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She continued along the corridor to the great staircase and stopped to listen again. The house was in complete silence. For a moment, she wondered if she ought to creep silently through the corridor to the other end of Coldwell Hall, to the room she knew was Elliot’s own. But her nerve had deserted her before she had even decided to do it and, in the end, she began to silently descend the staircase. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In no time at all, Isabella was outside the library door. It was fully closed, which was most unusual. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the daytime, the door always stood ajar, and at night, if Elliot was in there playing his violin, there was just enough of a gap through which to peer into the darkness within. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella stood motionless and undecided for several minutes as she tried to strain her hearing for any tiny sound from within. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When she discerned no movement at all, she finally turned the handle and slowly pushed the door inward. She held the candle out before her for a moment as she stared into the room. Elliot was not sitting in his ordinary place by the fire, and the fire was not lit. The room was empty, surely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella made her way in further and realised that there was something in the library which had not been there before. With a gasp, she walked over to a large piano, its glossy wood glinting in the candlelight. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Was that it? Was the piano his apology? She looked all around it for another note; anything that would give some indication as to the new piano’s sudden appearance.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But there was nothing.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked all around for anything else that might have changed in the library and could see nothing. So, the piano must be Elliot’s apology. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With her curiosity almost assuaged, Isabella made her way silently back upstairs to her own room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    The following morning, Isabella awoke early and with a feeling of anticipation, even excitement. She was keen to eat her breakfast and make her way back to the library to practice on her new piano. Assuming it really was for her, of course. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But Isabella knew it was. Elliot had remembered that she had learned to play but had let her skill drift when her pompous younger brother had commandeered the music room back at Upperton Hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Kitty came in to help her dress, Isabella could not wait to tell her the news. And, for her part, Kitty seemed equally excited. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a certain amount of satisfaction in Kitty’s eyes, and Isabella knew that her dear maid was pleased to discover that her master and mistress were truly back on speaking terms. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What a lovely surprise, Your Grace,” Kitty said enthusiastically. “Have you played it yet?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No Kitty.” Isabella laughed. “It was after midnight; I would have woken all of Coldwell Hall with my playing. Especially since I have not played for some years. I would have been quite dreadful. And I will be dreadful.” She laughed again. “So you see, I really must practice or the Duke will think he has made a very grave mistake in giving me such a gift.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sure there is no hurry.” Kitty smiled warmly as she turned Isabella’s glossy brown hair into a pleat at the back of her head. I am sure that His Grace is not expecting miracles.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know. And I did tell him that I had not played for years, «she said thoughtfully. “But still, I should like to have a piece practiced and prepared for when he first hears me play.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What a lovely thought.” Kitty gave her a knowing smile.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why are you smiling like that, Kitty?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, it just warms my heart to see how your feelings towards His Grace have changed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I cannot say my feelings have changed exactly,” Isabella said uncertainly as she wondered if they actually had. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But, at first, you were afraid, which was quite natural. And then you were quietly getting on with things, almost as if you were resigned to some awful fate. But now I can see that you missed him when you did not see him for so many days and that you are relieved to be back on friendly terms. It is change, my dear, real change.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Kitty, you really must not get your hopes up,” Isabella said cautiously. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But that is what hopes are for.” Kitty laid the brush down on the dressing table and surveyed her handiwork. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You really are the most exceptional lady’s maid. You must have missed your role these eighteen years.” Isabella wanted to change the subject, but she wanted to do it gently. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I did miss it. I had thought to seek another position for a while. I was still young enough, and I wanted to build on the skills I had learned with the last Duchess.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why did you stay?” Isabella thought of Elliot’s description of a devastated Kitty draped over the dead body of his sister. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As His Grace began to improve in health, I thought he would have no need of a lady’s maid here. May God forgive me, but I never thought he would be married one day, not with his scarring.” Kitty looked ashamed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is a very natural assumption, Kitty. You must not torture yourself over it.” Isabella wanted to be as much of a comfort to Kitty as Kitty had frequently been to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I thought I would be here with little purpose, and I did not want to return to being a maid of all works really. I had thought I had made progress for myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But what happened?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “When the Duke seemed to be getting on his feet a little, I decided I would start to look for another position. But His Grace went out one day, to see his doctor as I recall, and when he returned, I knew I could not leave him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He told me about that day,” Isabella said quietly as she remembered how Elliot had been taunted by the laughs of cruel passers-by. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He hid himself away for many days and, when Mr. Maguire told me how the Duke’s own driver did not help him, I knew the household staff might prove a problem for the Duke to manage alone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Crawford Maguire would have helped.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He did, and he still does.” She smiled warmly. “Mr. Maguire and I manage the appointment of staff between us. After Mr. Maguire dismissed the driver, several others of the staff looked for positions elsewhere. They were afraid to look upon the once-handsome face of their master, and I began to fear for His Grace ever seeing any of his staff again. I began to imagine them all going about their business, careful not to cross their master’s path. And it near broke my heart.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Kitty. It is little wonder the Duke holds you in such high regard. You and Mr. Maguire kept things going.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He has a good staff now. Not one of them would hide from him nor look away. They were hand-picked for their characters first and experience second.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, you stayed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I found purpose again, Your Grace. I was no longer a lady’s maid, but my services in finding the right staff were needed, and that is what I chose to do.” Kitty tidied the things on the dressing table as she spoke. “And now I am a lady’s maid again, so I have the best of both worlds.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know that the Duke is very grateful to you both.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He always had good manners and a fine character. Even when he was a naughty little boy, he still had a good heart.” She stared off into the distance as if she could see the young Elliot Covington standing before her there and then. “He was cheekier than anything. He would tease and try to get a rise out of me for fun, but it was never done in a cruel way. I think he liked to make me and the rest of the staff laugh at his antics.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He was a fun-loving child?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, he was that. And adventurous too. He was forever having to be rescued from the tallest trees on the estate. He would climb up them with the skill and speed of a squirrel but could never seem to get down again.” She laughed, and her eyes looked glassy. “And he didn’t grow out of it until his sister was old enough to come out into the grounds. He became a real little gentleman then, looking out for her and worrying that she would fall or hurt herself in some way. He really took his responsibility for his sister to heart.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They strike me as having been a very nice, close family.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They were indeed. I have never known a family so close. That was why it was all so awful. His Grace seemed to lose them all at once. I know the old Duke had died months before, but His Grace was still grieving for that man when…” She faltered just a little. “When the Duchess and Lady Eleanor died too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is unthinkable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was a year before his own disfigurement even bothered His Grace. He was so overwhelmed by grief that his own suffering and scarring had not yet touched him. In truth, I think it was that first day out in the world which taught him how changed he really was. It brought it all home to him, and he retreated. And he has been here ever since.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Almost a prisoner,” Isabella said sadly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, a prisoner. Some might think that he is a prisoner of his own making, but he is not. He is a prisoner of the circumstances that fell down upon him unwarranted.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who would not have retreated in those circumstances, Kitty? I know I would have.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You understand, Your Grace, I can see that much.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And yet I cannot think it would be a good thing for the Duke to remain a prisoner forever.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, he has missed out on so much. It would seem cruel and unfair for him to stay here for the rest of his life and him a man of just eight and thirty years.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I wonder if he could ever be convinced to go out again? Perhaps he has been here for so long that he could not bear to leave?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is very true, and I am sure that the length of time His Grace has kept to Coldwell Hall has made things worse. But perhaps now that he is married and his life is improving all the time, His Grace might be persuaded to make some move towards a different way of life? Maybe even go out in society a little and get back a little of what he has lost all these years?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wonder how such a thing is to be achieved,” Isabella mused and felt suddenly interested in the challenge of it all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Little by little, I daresay. With loving kindness, I think His Grace could be persuaded that the world outside is not entirely filled with cruel and mocking people.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps it is time to bring somebody from the outside here? That might be a very good first step. What do you think?” Isabella looked at Kitty, and it was clear to her immediately that the two women had just become partners in the thing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kitty was as keen to see changes at Coldwell as Isabella was, and they seemed, with their continued conversation, to be silently signing some sort of pact between them. They would work together to improve the Duke of Coldwell’s life, and that was that. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think it a very good idea. But nothing sudden or shocking. We must be careful that His Grace is not suddenly confronted with a visitor he was not expecting. It is a thing he greatly fears, I believe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quite so,” Isabella said thoughtfully. “Ah, but he has already told me that I might invite my dear friend Esme Montague here for tea anytime I choose.” She raised her eyebrows. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now that is very hopeful. I had not realised.” Kitty looked heartened. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I did take him to mean that he would not be there when Esme came. He said that I could arrange things through you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then it seems likely His Grace would keep out of the way. But it’s a start. He might see you and your guest from afar and start to wonder at his own solitude. This could be a very good thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed.” Then Isabella’s face clouded with worry. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If I can get Esme to come.” Isabella felt the old concern. “I cannot help wondering if she would be too afraid.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see,” Kitty said sadly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Kitty, when Esme and I were little girls, we heard the same silly stories as all the other children. That there was a monster living in a ruined mansion behind a tangle of hawthorns. I am ashamed to admit it, but it is true. And if we are to get anywhere, I must be open and honest with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You need not be ashamed. And anyway, shame does not help to get things done.” Kitty was bright again. “And you and Miss Montague could not have escaped the tales. That is just the way of things. But do you think your friend would still be so affected? Even knowing how things have worked out for you here at Coldwell?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps not. And Esme is a hopeless romantic after all. Perhaps I could put it all to her in such terms that she could see how we are trying to help the Duke back into the world; to free him from his prison.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A romantic heart could surely not resist.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed. And especially if I put it to Esme in such terms as she became part of things. As if she is helping him also, even without yet meeting him.” Isabella began to feel a little excitement. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She felt sure it had to do with having a purpose. And not just any purpose, but a very fine one indeed, one which would help another human being. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is a very good idea, Your Grace.” Kitty was equally enthused. “Shall you be writing to Miss Montague soon?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This very day,” Isabella said and laughed at the obvious prompting. “I think the sooner, the better.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very good, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall practice on the piano for a while and hope to see the Duke this evening at some point. I can then revisit the idea of Esme coming for tea so that he is aware that I would seek such company. Then, before I retire tonight, I shall write a long and extraordinary letter to my dear Esme and lay it all out before her. I am certain that she will be only too keen to help when I give her all the facts.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have a very busy day planned, Your Grace. You had better make sure you take a hearty amount of food for your breakfast.” Kitty nodded vigorously, and Isabella smiled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kitty meant what she said and, as always, Isabella found her mothering most fortifying. It was something that she had never really experienced. Her own mother had left that sort of thing entirely to first her nurse, and then the governess. Unfortunately for Isabella, neither one of those two women had an ounce of motherly instinct to spare. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Esme Montague had always cared for Isabella so well, but they were like sisters. Still, Isabella was always grateful for the sisterly relationship she would have otherwise missed out on and felt certain that Esme would be her very closest friend for the rest of her life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As long as Isabella did not ruin things by forcing Esme to attend Coldwell Hall, the lair of the monster, against her will. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella determined there and then that she would be entirely honest with Esme and let her know it was to be her choice. She would not force her or beg her.

She would not manipulate her kind nature and tender emotions. It had to be the truth and nothing else. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Right.” Isabella rose to her feet so suddenly that Kitty jumped a little. “Breakfast it is.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Dearest Esme, 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I have so much to tell you that I hardly know where to begin. I shall first update you with the news that Elliot and I are truly reconciled. After our emotional meeting in the tower, Elliot remained quiet, as I think I told you in my last letter. I did not see him for two days, but I was certain that I was forgiven. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I sneaked once more to his chamber in the daytime and was relieved to see the doll in his very own room. He had placed it on a narrow armchair which sits beneath the portrait of his beloved sister. Anyway, I did not linger long since I have a habit of being caught there, as you know. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I knew that Elliot was simply coming to terms with all the feelings he had likely raked up when he told me all in the tower in the woods. I knew we would soon be in each other’s company again. In fact, I had no doubt at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But the manner of our next exchange was really so surprising, Esme! In the middle of the night, I heard a noise outside my chamber door. When I set the lamp, I could see that I had received a note. It was from Elliot, no less. The note said that Elliot wished to apologize for the strained relations between us and that his apology was in the library. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, you can imagine my surprise when I sneaked through the darkness and found a brand-new piano awaiting me. I could hardly believe it, so much so that I wondered if I had not made a mistake of some kind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But no, the piano was mine. When I hurried down to the library this morning, I knew it had to be what Elliot had meant. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As usual, Elliot was nowhere to be seen. I do so wonder how it is he fills his days, especially since dear Crawford Maguire spends so much less time at Coldwell Hall these days.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But I must admit to being grateful for my solitude today, for it gave me an opportunity to practice my new piano in private. Oh, and privacy was certainly needed, I can assure you.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My playing was truly awful at first. It was the playing of a child who is struggling with their lessons. And when I opened the beautiful velvet-covered piano stool to find new sheet music inside, I realised just how much I had forgotten. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I struggled to remember how to read the musical notes, and it took me all morning to recover my memory of that skill. All the while stumbling over the keys and striking wrong notes in every bar. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, I settled upon a piece by Haydn. It was one I remembered from much practice in my youth, and the sheet music I found in the piano seat was nicely printed and wonderfully clear.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I spent the rest of the day in determined practice of that same piece, over and over. I remembered how Elliot told me how he used to play for his mother and what a wonderfully appreciative audience she was for him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And I must say that I fell to imagining myself playing the piece flawlessly whilst Elliot sat by the fire in the near darkness of the library as I was bathed in the light of the silver candelabra. I have already placed one upon the piano so I might play in the evening. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, it was at that point in my imagination that I struck another wrong note and stopped playing altogether. Realizing I could only truly play well in my own imagination, I wondered if I would ever feel comfortable playing the piano for my husband. After all, he has now twice played the violin in my presence, and I think I ought to return such a favour. Oh, but is it any true favour when a person is not so blessed with musical prowess?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But then I remembered something that Elliot once said to me when we talked about learning to play an instrument, specifically me learning to play the violin. I told him that I would never play as well as he does, and Elliot asked me if that really mattered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He said that the joy was in playing music for music’s sake, not the good opinion of another. I had not really thought about it much at the time, but the idea came at me with full force as I sat there in the silence and solitude of the library. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I knew then that he was right. Music is supposed to be enjoyed; it is not an accomplishment, as my own mother always had it. It is not a simple tool to impress others and make you more appealing a prospect for marriage. It is music, and that is that. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After that, I played without the same concerns. I did not try to imagine myself playing flawlessly for my husband or anybody else. Instead, I watched as my fingers danced across the keys, and I listened to every note. The melody was wonderful. Not flawless, but really and truly wonderful. I cannot say that I have ever played so well or enjoyed playing so much. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There, you will think me quite mad now; I have no doubt.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This evening after dinner, which I still take in my room for fear of loneliness at the dinner table, I returned to the library. When I made my way in, I could see no sign of Elliot. I had thought he would be there and was disappointed that he was not. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    So, I lit the candles in the candelabra to see if I could really play by that light alone. It was wonderful; the glow of the candles showered light over the keys, and I settled down to play the Haydn piece once more.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Again, I had let go of the self-conscious playing concerned only with the judgement of others and instead played from the heart. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Imagine my surprise when, almost halfway through, I heard the beautiful sound of violin accompaniment. Yes, Elliot had come silently into the room with his violin and gently joined in to play the piece with me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was as if we were in perfect synchronicity. We played it as one person almost, I am sure of it. At first, I felt the old pressure returning and almost lost the melody at one point to my nerves at the performance. And then I remembered Elliot’s words once again.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Does it matter? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And those words, long ago spoken, lifted my doubt and let me play again with joy in my heart. And Elliot most certainly played from his heart too, for it was the most wonderful sound. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When we had finished the piece, Elliot came into the room and took his customary seat by the fire. He had stood behind me throughout the piece, and I had not felt his presence until he moved away. It was as if I noticed the loss of him more, much as I have done these last days of our estrangement. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You played that beautifully, «he began to speak as soon as he had settled himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I replied. “And thank you for this wonderful gift. I had never expected such a thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I really am very sorry for all that has passed between us these last days. And all that has not passed between us. I have grown too used to my own absence as a way of managing my world, and I think it is a habit I ought to break.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot, I have understood every moment of these last days, and I do not wish you to make any apology at all.” And then I went on, «But I should like to keep the piano nonetheless.” At which point Elliot roared with laughter. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His laughter, when entirely unguarded, is a tremendous sound. It is deep and loud and has a reverberation that I can often feel deep inside the walls of my chest. But it is like a roar; a lion’s roar to begin with. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As comforting as I find that laugh, I cannot help thinking that it would have made me afraid in the beginning, back when I still thought of the Duke of Coldwell as a mythical, dreadful monster. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “To hear you play has given me too much pleasure to allow me to return the piano. And so, it is safe.” He was still amused, I could tell. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Just a week before, I never thought that I would hear Elliot laugh in my presence again. I never thought he would forgive me for moving the doll and disrupting what I now know had come to be something of a shrine to his lost family. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But to hear him this evening laughing once more has given me more relief than I could have imagined. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And the evening carried on in laughter too. Elliot begged that I would open the piano seat and take out another piece of the sheet music so that we might play again. I immediately told him that I had been practicing the Haydn piece all day and would only be able to stumble my way over any new piece that I attempted without first practicing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That does not matter, «he said, and I was reminded again of his words. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The words gave me courage, and I hurriedly opened the seat and searched for another piece. I chose Beethoven this time; a piece I have heard many times but rarely played. But I felt encouraged, just as the young Elliot must have done when his mother had listened with kind appreciation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time I had set up my sheet music on the stand, Elliot had already made his way to stand behind me again.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I did not turn, knowing how uncomfortable my direct gaze makes him, even in the darkness. Instead, I just began to play. And yes, I did stumble over a good deal of it, especially the more complicated parts, which I simplified in a way that would have made Beethoven himself weep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet I enjoyed it immensely, and it was a joy to hear the violin played so beautifully behind me. I had stopped several times along the way as I peered at the music and tried to get it right. And each time I stopped, Elliot stopped also. At one point, I began to laugh at my own ineptitude and could hear Elliot laughing too. But it was not unkind at all. We were both amused, and the whole thing was so very lighthearted. I cannot think that I have enjoyed myself this much nor laughed so much since I was parted from you, my dear Esme. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, we stayed in the library until almost midnight. We have never stayed in each other’s company for more than two hours before, and I could hardly believe that more than four hours had passed so quickly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elliot walked me to the bottom of the staircase as he has done before, and bid me goodnight before heading back through the entrance hall. I cannot say where he was going. Perhaps he simply wanted something from the kitchen and would make his own way up the stairs afterwards. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And so it is that I am still awake past one o’clock in the morning as I write this letter to you. You might wonder why I have chosen to stay up when I might finish it in the morning, but I have something to ask you and wanted this letter to go out first thing tomorrow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My dear Esme, I should like to invite you here to Coldwell Hall for afternoon tea. It does not matter which day and so, if you care to accept, you may choose the day and let me know it in your letter. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elliot has made it clear that I may receive any guest I wish and, of course, I should only wish to see you.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But I would not like you to feel you must come because I know well that you must feel a certain amount of trepidation at the idea of coming to the place about which we told so many terrifying stories in our younger days. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If it would put your mind at rest at all, Elliot would not be joining us. We would have privacy to talk, and you would not be meeting him at all. We could wander the immense grounds, and I could show you around Coldwell Hall. You of all people would be in awe at the enormity of the ballroom. A ballroom that has lain silent and empty for almost two decades. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I should so like to see you, especially when I once believed that we would never meet again. But where my own father sought to divide us, my husband would seek to do no such thing, and I would hope you may take heart from such a sentiment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet I have another reason for inviting you. I have been scheming with dear Kitty to find some way of returning my husband to the world.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I believe I have told you in one of my previous letters the dreadful tale of the final outing which forced Elliot to take refuge in his own home to the point of making himself a prisoner here. Well, Kitty and I have plans to help Elliot live a very different sort of life. Simply having a visitor here in his home, a place where visitors have not entered for many years, would be a tremendous step. Even though Elliot himself would not be greeting you, he would know he has a visitor here, and perhaps it will help him to expand. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There is more that I would wish to do to help him, and many ideas that I think you could provide, just as you always did when the two of us were together. But I shall not tell you anymore, nor seek to tug at your heartstrings. I will not play upon your considerable sympathies in hopes of enlisting your help. You must do whatever is right for you and know that I shall not blame you if you would sooner not come here to Coldwell Hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Regardless of your choice, I should still like to hear from you. I very much enjoy your lengthy letters with all the news from your world. You must not think that I shall stop writing if you choose not to come for tea, for I shall never stop writing to you, my dear friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the meantime, I shall continue to practice the piano and find interesting things to tell you about when I next write. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Until then, take very good care of yourself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With much love,  
 
    Isabella.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
     “How could I not come?” Esme said excitedly when the two women embraced not three days later. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Esme had responded to Isabella’s letter by return of post. Isabella could hardly believe that she had a response by the afternoon of the day her letter had been sent, and she had laughed heartily to see how hastily the response had been written. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Esme had clearly been so keen to get word to her friend that she had hurried over her writing, and the paper was liberally splashed with ink. There were smudges everywhere, and Isabella could only imagine what sort of state Esme’s frilly white sleeve cuffs must be in. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Dear Isabella, 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I shall come on Friday for afternoon tea. But I shall come at midday, so we have several hours together. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In truth, I am so excited that I would have come to you tomorrow, but I realise that you will have much to plan, and so I must be patient, must I not? But still, I wish it was already Friday now, and that we two were together again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anyway, I shall keep this short for I wish to make this afternoon’s post. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With much love, 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Esme.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The hastily scribbled letter was something that Isabella knew she would keep safe for the rest of her life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When she had first opened it and read its contents, tears flowed freely down her cheeks. Isabella was touched, relieved, excited, and every wonderful emotion it was possible to have. She had missed Esme so much and could hardly believe they would soon be reunited. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But she was also relieved that Esme had not turned away from her, afraid to enter Coldwell Hall and come face to face with the monster. Of course, Isabella had known all along how important it was for her to have her dearest friend accept her husband, even just the idea of him. And it had been that which had stopped her from inviting Esme to Coldwell sooner. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now that that particular obstacle had been brushed aside, Isabella knew that Esme would throw herself into the efforts to have the Duke of Coldwell rejoin the world. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I should never have doubted you; I know that now. But we were both so afraid of the Duke, or at least the idea of him when my father first said I must marry him. And I would not have blamed you if you had felt a little afraid.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If I am honest, my overriding feeling when I received your letter was one of burning curiosity.” Esme was smiling, and her eyes gave away her excitement. “And, of course, I could not wait to see you again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The two women embraced for the fourth time, and Isabella felt as light as a feather. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, what would you like to do first? A tour of the house, or the grounds, or would you prefer to wait until we have taken tea?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, the house please,” Esme said excitedly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then take my arm, and I will guide you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As they walked through the corridors and rooms of the ground floor, Isabella felt proud to be showing Esme around the place that was now her home. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good heavens! Look at him!” Esme almost ran through the entrance hall to where the great inanimate horse, with its rider made of armour, stood. “One could almost believe that there is a real knight inside that armour. If he moved, I would not be at all surprised.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot’s father always told him that it was real.” She smiled. “And told him many tales of lots of adventures the knight encountered in the world.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How wonderful.” Esme was enthused and still staring up at the grand sight. “And this entrance is almost the size of half my father’s entire house. Really, I never imagined that Coldwell would be so large. I suppose that is because it cannot be seen from the outside, and so one is left guessing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I still lose my way from time to time.” Isabella laughed. “Let me show you the library.” Isabella was keen to show off her new piano. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I say, what a lovely piano. Your husband has found the very best, has he not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think so. I could not have been more pleased, and I am playing it every day and in the evenings too. I have improved greatly in these last few days.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And does Elliot still join you in here? Does he still accompany you on his violin as he did on the night you wrote to me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Every night. I come down straight after dinner and light the candles.” She pointed vaguely to the candelabra. “And I begin to play. Within a matter of minutes, Elliot joins me. It has become quite a ritual of ours.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, you have not had your two hours per evening in the drawing room?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, we seem to have gravitated quite naturally towards the library. And we have not yet retired before midnight since we have been playing music.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, that sounds so romantic.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Romantic?” Isabella said and wondered if it really was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had to admit, she looked forward to the evenings all day and could not wait to have her evening meal done with so that she could return to the library. The library seemed a very different place in the evening. It was nice in the daytime as she played but felt very different in the evening when she shared the space with Elliot. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. It sounds that way to me. But do you still take your meals alone?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do. I come down to the breakfast room in the mornings, and I take afternoon tea in the drawing room. But in the evening, I take my meal in my own room. The dining room here is so large, and I must admit that to eat there alone makes me feel sad. Well, isolated and lonely, I suppose.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you do not take any of your meals with the Duke?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No. I suppose it is simply an issue of lighting. Even here in the library at night, the only real light is cast over the piano. If Elliot takes his seat by the fire, I can just make out his outline. And if we are playing, he tends to stand behind me where I sit at the piano.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, you do not routinely see his face?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, he still hides it from me. He has a very practiced way of moving about, and even when he walks me to the foot of the stairs at the end of the evening, he always stands in a way that I can only see the handsome side of his face.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, he is handsome, then?” Esme said a little excitedly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, he is very handsome,”Isabella said cautiously. “Older than us, Esme, but he certainly still looks young. His hair is a nice ashen brown, and his eyes are such a wonderful shade of green.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, you would be able to look upon his face fully, now that you have come to know him better? Now that you have come to care for him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know,” Isabella said and felt ashamed. “I cannot say for certain since I have only ever really looked upon him twice. Once on our wedding day and once, albeit briefly, when our paths crossed in the woodland.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But if you are keen to take him out into the world, to free him from his prison as you put it, would it not be best to show him that you of all people can look at him with ease? That would be the sensible first step, would it not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, of course. You have it exactly. I knew you would be able to help me, Esme.” Isabella smiled. “I should make that the first part of my plan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed. But I cannot think it will be a simple thing if the Duke is intent and well-practiced in hiding his face from you. From your letters, it would seem he goes to a lot of trouble to stay in the shadows. You will have to find some way to draw him out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I shall.” Isabella chewed at her bottom lip thoughtfully. “I shall start this very evening and see how I get on. And perhaps Kitty will have some advice for me on how it is to be achieved. After all, Elliot does not choose to hide his face from either Kitty or Crawford Maguire. He must be more comfortable with them,” she ended a little sadly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but only because he has known them for a lot longer. He will become comfortable with you also once you come to know each other better. You have made great progress already, have you not? He is already choosing to spend more time in your company in the evenings. That must surely count for something.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose it must, especially after the dreadful incident with the doll. I never thought that I would see him again. I daresay it sounds silly, but I had thought that Elliot would easily hide out from me in this great mansion for the rest of our lives.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, my dear Isabella,” Esme said and reached out to take her hand. “You really do care for him, do you not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do care for him. But I do not yet know if it is because I should otherwise be so lonely here. I have found it very difficult to get to the bottom of my own feelings for him without the memory of that first day in the chapel coming back to haunt me. I know that he is a good man, a man to whom I find myself attracted on account of his character alone. But I do not yet trust myself that I could look upon him fully and feel the same way. I do not yet know if I am a person of character, or if I am as shallow as so many others are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you did not care for the idea that you would live without him if he hid away,” Esme said rationally. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But was that because I missed him or because I missed company, any company?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose, in the end, that is only something you can answer yourself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And yet I cannot seem to answer it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It strikes me that the business with the doll was a crisis point between you. But perhaps it was not crisis enough for you to be able to decide your real feelings for the Duke. Perhaps another matter will present itself in time, one which will test you properly, one in which you will know the feelings of your own heart without a doubt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But what if such a crisis never comes? And should I not be afraid of crises?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They are not always for the worse, are they? Just think, a great crisis was brought on when you removed the doll from the tower. And now you and the Duke spend longer in each other’s company and have come to share your joy of music. If you had not taken the doll and the crisis had not been created, you might still be enjoying no more than two hours in the evening in the drawing room. So, you see, sometimes a crisis is something which simply moves us from one point in time to the next. It is a catalyst that can often put us on the right path.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do have such a wonderfully clever way of looking at things, Esme,” Isabella said in quiet awe. “But really, what if a crisis of the nature you describe never comes? Am I to simply spend the rest of my life wondering?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, you then take matters into your own hands,” Esme said with a confident nod. “And you are taking matters into your own hands already, are you not? You have determined to help your husband back to the world outside, and you have already determined that you must grow used to his appearance before you can expect others to do the same. Given time, once you find yourself able to look upon the Duke, even to forget what you see before you as Kitty and Mr. Maguire seem to have done, then I think you will find it very much easier to explore your own feelings. Away from the fear of your own reaction, the fear of hurting his feelings, I think you will come to know your own heart very simply.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, I am to await a crisis but, in the meantime, I am to work at spending time with my husband and looking upon his face. Well, I cannot tell you how helpful you have been to me today, Esme. You always find the details that I seem to struggle to discover.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sometimes you just need to say it all out loud. I think when you talk about things, solutions present themselves. When you just think about them, the only things that present themselves are further problems.” Esme chuckled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, how I have missed you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I have missed you.” They embraced again. “And now, do take me outside so I can have a look at the wonderful little walled gardens you were telling me about. And the roses, I should like to see the roses.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course.” Once again, Isabella took Esme’s arm and guided her out through the main entrance and into the grounds. “There are one or two walled gardens that are a real treat. I often sit in them to read and find that I have perfect privacy if I wish for it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are the walled gardens near the woodland?” Esme said with some trepidation when she realised that Isabella was turning her towards the back of the estate. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They are on the way to the woodland, but they are not too close.” Isabella turned to look at her. “Esme, are you alright? Has something upset you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will think me silly, Isabella, but I must admit that I am a little afraid of the tower. I would go anywhere with you, my dear, except there. I do not think I could manage it. It is all too sad.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, of course.” Isabella gripped her hands tightly. “No, I should not walk you through to the tower. It is such a sad place, so very tragic. No, our time together here must always be filled with happiness and laughter. There is enough sadness, and there is more than enough room for it without it encroaching upon our time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How kind of you not to be angry with me,” Esme said with a smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not at all. If I had been better informed about the tower before I set off myself, I should never have gone to that place. And now that the doll is returned, I cannot imagine that I would ever return either.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I must admit myself relieved to have this particular conversation out of the way. It was the only thing that had worried me in all of this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Even more than happening upon my husband, coming face-to-face with the monster?” Isabella asked quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But the monster does not exist anymore,” Esme said with a laugh. “And from the moment I received your first letter, my dear, I knew that the monster had never truly existed in the first place. I am not afraid to meet the Duke of Coldwell, Isabella. In fact, I should very much like to meet the man who married my finest friend on this earth. After all, we always said that no husbands could separate us. Would it not be simpler in the end if I could come to know the Duke also, even make a friend of him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You really are so very brave, Esme. And your kindness is very much in danger of reducing me to tears,” Isabella said and hurriedly dabbed at the corner of her eye. “But do you really think that you would not be afraid to meet him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, not at all.” Esme seemed quietly confident, and Isabella knew that her friend was not simply putting on a brave front. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She meant every word; that much was clear. It seemed to Isabella at that moment that Esme had come to terms with the silly tales of the monster in his castle much sooner than she herself had done. Perhaps, with Esme’s example, Isabella would soon come to do the same. And perhaps, with Esme’s help, it might be easier than she thought. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And if you would like to put me forward as one of the first people to meet your husband when he begins to come out into the world again, you may do so. I would be very glad to meet the Duke, either here at Coldwell Hall or in my own drawing room for afternoon tea. You must let me know when he is ready because the moment he is, I shall be ready also.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Esme, how glad I am that I finally found the courage to invite you here. I cannot tell you what this means to me. Not just the help you have given me today, but the kindness you have shown towards a man you have yet to meet. You are a lesson to us all, Esme Montague, and a lesson for the good.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What a lovely thing to say,” Esme said in a cheerful, matter-of-fact tone. “Now then, let me see these walled gardens before it is time for tea.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella had waited several days for the opportunity to happen upon her husband in daylight. She knew that he must, at some point, make his way to the little tower in the woodlands once again. It was his habit, and she could not imagine him breaking it very easily, even though he had said it was time to let it be, or knock it down. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella had hovered in her own chamber day after day so that she might have the best view of the little pathway into the woods. She sat in her window hour after hour, hardly daring to let her attention wander in case she missed him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    More than once, she had peered back into the room and then hurriedly turned back to look out of the window, wondering if Elliot had managed to evade her notice at the moment her concentration had lapsed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had seen him every evening in the library, without fail, but had never quite found the courage to ask him if he had visited the tower lately or if he intended to. In truth, she still did not dare ask him what it was that he did with his days and where he spent his time since she never accidentally found herself in his company. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, she had simply had to rely on a steady observation of the only place she had ever seen him apart from the drawing room and the library. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And, when she finally saw him slowly walking towards the woodland from her window, Isabella exclaimed loudly in excitement. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She hastily gathered up the shawl that she had left ready and waiting for just such an opportunity, and tore out of the room and down the stairs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was relieved not to have encountered any of the servants along the way, lest they make any inquiry and hinder her progress. By the time she had reached the woodland itself, Isabella was already out of breath from her speedy exertions. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She walked so quickly she was almost running in a bid to catch up with him, although he seemed already to be out of sight. He would undoubtedly already be in the tower by the time she reached it, and she knew that she would have to, once more, enter that building whether she wanted to or not. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And, sure enough, when she reached the tower, she could see that the door was ajar. Elliot was already inside. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She peered in and knew instantly that he was up on the next floor, standing in the room where his mother and sister had perished eighteen years before. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot?” she called out softly so as not to startle him. “Elliot, are you in here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For a moment, there was silence. Then she heard the unmistakable sound of footsteps on the floor above. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Isabella?” he called down quizzically. “Isabella, is that you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is, Elliot,” she called gently. “May I come up? May I speak with you for a moment?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well… Yes, of course.” She winced as she heard the uncertainty in his voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella hurriedly made her way inside and up the stairs before Elliot had a chance to change his mind. But still, she gave him opportunity enough to arrange his position, as he always did. As much as she wanted to make looking upon him normal, she did not want to charge into it, acting boorishly and in a manner that would see him turning away from her again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Elliot, I saw you from afar making your way into the woods, and I thought to join you. I hope that you do not mind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, not at all,” he said, but she did not think he sounded entirely convincing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you walk a great deal around the estate, Elliot?” Isabella could feel her conversation was a little stunted, almost as if they had not known each other for long, or were meeting for the first time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I try to walk the perimeter of the estate every week. It is a vast area to cover, but I usually manage it. I suppose I spend a good deal of my time out of doors.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I never see you anywhere, Elliot,” she said quietly, feeling a little awkward. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I suppose not. But I am more out and about on the further reaches of the estate, rather than the walled gardens and lawns and what have you. The whole estate is many miles across.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I suppose so. But please, do you keep out of the house and away from the gardens to keep away from me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, not at all,” he answered a little too quickly for her liking. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because if you do, there really is no need.” Even as she spoke, Isabella could see him conscious at every moment that she should not see his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose the truth of it, Isabella, is that I am a good deal more comfortable conversing in the evening. Truly, it is nothing that you have done, and there is nothing at all for you to worry about. I am just more comfortable that way, and that is all.” He shrugged and tried to appear at ease when it was clear he was not. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Moving infinitesimally, Isabella tried to work her way through the room so that she might be face-to-face with him. But every time she took the tiniest of steps, Elliot countered with one of his own, leaving them in the same position as before. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But do you not feel lonely in the daytime?” she tried again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know. Perhaps I am just used to my own company, Isabella.” He peered down at the floor for a moment. “Do you feel lonely in the daytime?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, sometimes I do,” Isabella spoke quietly and studied what she could see of his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had never seen a face more handsome than his and wished that the other side was equally as handsome. If only fate had not been so unkind; and if only she did not have to test herself in such a way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But your afternoon tea with Miss Montague went well, did it not? And you may invite her here to Coldwell Hall as much as you choose.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I thank you, Elliot. And it really was wonderful to see Esme again; I should like her to be a regular visitor if you allow it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course.” He seemed relieved for a moment as if the pressure to truly answer her had been lifted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But it would be nice if Esme could meet my husband also.” Isabella knew that her voice trembled just a little. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh… I…” He turned away from her, walking towards the window behind the blackened little armchair his sister had once sat in. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not wish to cause you concern, Elliot. And I know that my interference has not been welcome in the past, and I am afraid, in truth, of blundering where I ought not to again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It has been a very long time since I have met anybody outside of this house. I have not met anybody new these last eighteen years barring new staff. And your father, and you, of course.” Again, his head dropped. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella knew that he was thinking of that awful day in the chapel. She knew it without a doubt. She was the last new person he had met, and she had passed out, fainted away in front of his eyes. And now here she was expecting him to go through it again. No doubt he was dwelling on the idea that Esme Montague would also fall to the floor in horror. Or perhaps he thought she would laugh, just as the cruel people in the street had done so many years before. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know that I did not behave well when we first met, Elliot, and I am truly sorry. But I should not like to see you hidden away from the world forevermore because of my reaction. And please know that it was my first reaction, not my lasting one.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is very kind of you, Isabella, but I do not seek to test you. I shall not turn and stand before you and search your face for any sign of revulsion. You are human, and you will feel what you will feel. There is nothing that I can do to change that, and I would not seek to change you in any way. And you need not take it upon yourself to have all the responsibility for the events of our first meeting. There were more people than you involved in it and, of all of them, you were the only one who did not have a say. It is a source of great shame to me, even if I was so selfish as to deny my shame at the time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do not need to feel ashamed, Elliot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do I not?” he said and, for a moment, she thought he was going to turn to look at her. But he did not. “I could tell what sort of a man your father was the moment I met him, and I knew that your opinion on the subject of marrying me was of little matter to him. It was obvious when he saw no reason for the two of us to meet beforehand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But it is done,” Isabella interjected. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, it is not really done,” he said sadly. “Because you have confirmed for me all of my worst fears about your father. And I know that you have not told me everything about your treatment at his hands. But I know enough now to know that you have suffered in your life. I do not wish to embarrass you, Isabella because none of that is your fault. But for you to tell me that I am blameless, that I should be without shame, is not right.” He paused for a moment and cleared his throat loudly. “The truth of the matter is, you have lived your entire life with a man who threatened and bullied and has continued to threaten and bully even though you are now a married woman. You lived your entire life with a monster, only to be married away to another monster. There are many nights when I lay awake knowing that I shall never be able to forgive myself for what I have done to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I do not want that. I do not want you to lay awake at night feeling that way. And you are not a monster, Elliot. You are a man. A man who has suffered more than I could ever have understood before meeting you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But that does not change what I did. Just because I suffered in my own life did not give me a right to cause suffering in yours. I do not blame you for collapsing to the floor on the day of our wedding. I would not have blamed you for it even if there was not a mark upon my face. You were meeting your husband for the first time on your wedding day, and it was truly unforgivable. I should never have agreed to your father’s proposal at all. I should never have sought to put my own selfish needs above those of a young woman I had never met.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My father came to you?” Isabella did not know why it really mattered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, it should have come as no surprise to her that her father had approached the Duke with the offer of a daughter for sale. After all, it made sense. Elliot kept himself so much away from the world, so how else was he supposed to have met her father in the first place? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I thought you knew.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I did not know,” she said quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I am sorry again, Isabella. All of this must be extraordinarily painful to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do not need to be sorry, Elliot. I had just not thought about it, and that is all. It had not occurred to me that my father had gone from door to door trying to sell me off.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not think he went door-to-door, Isabella,” he said quietly. “I think he came directly to me, assuming that a man in my pitiable position could do no other than agree. And, in the end, that is exactly what happened, is it not? I was offered the chance of a different life. I was offered company for the first time in a long time, and I seized that opportunity with both hands.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you are expecting me to be angry with you for it, then you are gravely mistaken, Elliot Covington,” Isabella said in a bossy tone. “Because my father is very good at spotting such vulnerability in people. My vulnerability was that I had no power to resist. Yours was that you were lonely and isolated. The fact that my father had played upon both vulnerabilities is an issue that he will have to answer for himself one day to a higher power than either you or me. But, just because this was all born of my father’s greed does not mean that we must live miserably, does it? Can we not take this situation away from my father’s hands, turn it into something new and different? Turn it into something that my father had never assumed it would be, or even cared to think about.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It will not be such a simple thing for me to forgive myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I already know that you do not forgive yourself easily, Elliot. You blame yourself for things that have been out of your control, and I know that you do. That is why you are here at this moment, that is why I find you in this tower again today.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he said so quietly she could hardly hear him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not seek to upset you with my words, Elliot. I cannot begin to imagine what you suffered all those years ago and what you still suffer to this day. But I recognize a good human being who blames himself for nothing more than the crime of surviving. And now you are choosing to add to it the crime of loneliness. And yet you cannot see that neither one of these things are crimes. I do not see them as such, and it would be my dearest wish that you would not either.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot tell you what it means to me that you have been so kind,” he began, and she could hear the emotion in his voice. “And please believe me when I tell you that it is enough for me that you do not hate me. There is surely many a woman in your position who would hate me without ceasing for the rest of her life, and yet you keep trying to help me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I shan’t give up trying to help you, Elliot. In helping you, I shall be helping myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How so?” Again, she had the strangest feeling that he had been about to turn to face her. Again, he did not. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not wish to spend my days in solitude waiting for the evening to come. And as much as I am keen to see my dear Esme as many times a week as she can be free to come, I would wish for your company also.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But it is so difficult in the daytime. It is so hard for me when I am talking to you to remember that I am scarred at all, and I am afraid of turning suddenly and then seeing the look on your face.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot, we cannot spend forevermore standing sideways onto one another.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you telling me that you are not afraid?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I am not telling you that. I am afraid. I am afraid that I will let myself down, I suppose, and in so doing, I would let you down also. And I would not wish to do that to you for the world.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, you must understand that I have lived a certain way for a very long time now, and it will not be a simple thing for me to break it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know that. I would not wish to push you into it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, you must allow me to think for awhile upon everything that you have said.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course.” Isabella felt her mouth go dry but knew that she must continue. “But will you not turn to me now? Here in this tower, will you not turn to look at me?” Her heart was beating hard and fast. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No,” he said simply. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But, Elliot…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Since you are afraid of letting me down, I am afraid to see revulsion on your face. When you fainted away in the chapel, it was not as painful for me as you might have thought. But I did not know you then, and I had not expected anything different. But now, now that we have come to know each other as we have, I do not think that I could stand to see your revulsion. I could not bear it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I understand.” Isabella could feel tears in her eyes but blinked at them hard until they dissipated. “But we will both keep trying, will we not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, we will keep trying,” he said, and she could see his handsome smile spreading. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    After dinner in her room, Isabella made her way down to the library with no expectation that Elliot would be there. He had been kind and friendly and had even agreed to walk back towards the house with her, albeit that he had been determined to stand so that only the left side of his face showed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But she knew what such encounters took out of him, a man who had been left alone with his own emotions for such a very long time, and she had thought that he would very likely choose to spend the evening alone to fortify himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She did not blame him and did not mind, thinking that he would perhaps contemplate the things they had spoken of and come to some conclusion. After all, he had done just that with the doll and had, in the end, taken the doll as a keepsake and laid it on a chair in his own room. Perhaps this time alone was much-needed, and she was fully determined not to be disappointed by his absence. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    However, she had just finished lighting the candles when she heard him come into the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have bought my violin with me, once again, and hope you are keen to play this evening.” He walked over to the fireplace and set his violin on his armchair whilst he took a poker and prodded at the weakening flames. “I had the fire lit a little early this evening, and it seems to be dying out already. Carry on without me, I will just put some extra wood on this and see if I can get it going again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As you wish,” she said with a laugh. “Or I could ring the bell and have somebody come and remake the fire if you would prefer it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I am quite capable.” He laughed too, and she thought him such an unusual character in more ways than one. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As a man who had been born to be a Duke, it seemed such an unlikely thing that he was prepared to kneel in front of the fire and throw on logs in an attempt to revive it. There was something about the whole thing which made her like him all the more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her own father, an Earl and a much more minor person in terms of title, would not have pulled on his own boots, never mind put a fire to rights. But that was only one of many great differences between Elliot Covington and the Earl of Upperton, she knew that much. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I shall start with something by Haydn again if you have no objection,” she said, taking her favourite piece of sheet music from the piano seat. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No objection at all,” he said and carried on raking over the fire grate. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I must admit, I find it quite soothing to be able to play something I have come to know by heart. I have played it so often since you bought me this beautiful piano that I hardly need to refer to the music anymore. Something about that gives me a sense of comfort, of safety. And it also gives me a little confidence, I think.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You play very well indeed, Isabella, and you ought to have confidence. After all, you have not played for a number of years, and in a matter of days, you have mastered it again. I think you are a very fine musician.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I should like to be able to compose my own melodies, just as you do. I even thought about trying it, but I sat here and sat here, and nothing would come to mind. And then I spent an inordinate amount of time wondering quite where it is such inspiration comes from, and then I was diverted again, not even thinking of a melody, but thinking of the mechanics of developing one. That is hardly artistic or creative, is it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose that melodies are not something that you suddenly decide to create,” he spoke thoughtfully, even though he had laughed heartily at her admission. “I think it is something that just comes to mind when you least expect it. You probably hum little tunes that you do not know and never heard before all the time. That is composing, is it not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I see what you mean.” Isabella sat down on the piano stool and laid her hands on her lap while she thought. “So, one does not simply sit down and say right, I am going to come up with a melody. Instead, it is easier to wait for the melody to come to you, as it were?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is it exactly. At least, that is where my own little thoughts come from. They just appear, just a few bars, but it is enough then to make a start. When you have a melody come into your head, and you play that shortest of pieces, it seems to open up your heart further to creativity, and the rest of it comes quite naturally. You must try it; see if I am not right.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall,” Isabella said and hoped that she would find herself humming the tunes sooner or later. “Oh, it is no good. I am already worrying that I shall never hum again, that nothing will ever come to me. Really.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Isabella, it will come.” Elliot rose from the now roaring fire. “Just as soon as you stop thinking about it. Or overthinking it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I shall try to empty my mind.” She laughed. “But not until I have played the Haydn. I had better concentrate whilst I do that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elliot turned to retrieve his violin and, as he crossed the room towards her, she surreptitiously peered up at him. She knew it would not do to simply stare at him outright, to boorishly override his own thoughts and feelings on the matter of being looked at. But still, she wanted to test herself, just secretly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was true that it was not particularly light in the library, although the sudden flaming fire and the fact that he had crossed the path of her candelabra had done much to expose his disfigurement. And she had to admit, just to herself, that it was still not an easy thing to look at. But perhaps it was a little easier than it had been on that first day and, after all, progress was progress. Esme would have been proud of her, she felt sure. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am ready when you are, Isabella,” Elliot said, his smooth, deep voice coming from behind her once again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Without another word, Isabella began to play. As soon as her fingers began to dance across the keys, she felt her confidence in the piece riding high. In the end, she closed her eyes, quite determined not to think about it, but just play, taking on board some of Elliot’s observations of life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As she listened in the darkness, she realised that she had never played better than she was playing at that moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When they reached the end of the piece, Elliot clapped. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I say, that was very well done.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she said and felt the warmth of his praise. “I closed my eyes, and I did not think about any of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I think you are perhaps ready to try a new instrument.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Right now? This minute? I am to learn how to play the violin?” Isabella could hear her own excitement. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, though I am not entirely sure that you will master it in a minute.” He laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is not what I meant, and you know it. You are teasing me.” She laughed also. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here, just stand up and take the violin,” he said, and she held the violin just as she had seen him do so many times before. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Like this?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is perfect.” He was standing behind her, so close that she could feel his presence. “Now, I am sure that you know that different notes are formed when difference strings, or a different combination of strings, are pressed against the wood. Like this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elliot reached out and covered her hand with his own, gently moving her fingers over the strings and then pressing down gently. With his other arm, he reached around her and put the bow in her hand, again with his own hand covering hers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Without a word, he moved her arms so that the bow ran across the strings. It was a simple collection of notes played gently as he pulled her arm backward and forwards, drawing the bow across the strings. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness me, that is wonderful,” Isabella said breathlessly. “I almost feel as if I am playing it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, you are.” He laughed and, standing so close to her, she felt his chest against her back. “Well, I suppose we are both playing it. It is a joint effort, is it not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, although I think your share of the work is probably greater than my own.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, let us try and make another note.” Gently, he took one of her fingers and moved it to another string, leaving the others in place. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once again, he held her hand as he drew the bow backward and forwards across the violin. Such a simple change in the position of one finger had made an entirely different sound altogether. Isabella was quite amazed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once the notes were played, Elliot just stood still, not speaking or moving, for several moments. Isabella closed her eyes, enjoying the feeling of almost being cradled in his arms, even as she stood facing away from him. She could feel his breath on the back of her neck, and its warmth gave her a wonderful, tingling feeling. Her mind had wandered entirely, and she felt sure that she could not take in a moment’s tuition that she would remember later. She just wanted to stand there in his arms in the dim light of the library, and she wondered if he felt the same. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At that moment, there was a brisk knock on the door, and the two of them jumped apart, turning to see who was entering. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I really am terribly sorry to bother you this late in the evening.” Crawford Maguire walked into the dimly lit library. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not at all, Crawford,” Elliot began brightly. “Do take a seat. Here, I shall ring the bell for some tea. Or would you prefer sherry?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, do not go to any trouble on my account,” Crawford said and then faltered. “But perhaps a brandy if you will both join me.” He looked pointedly at Isabella, and her heart began to thump. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Why would she need a brandy? And what was Crawford Maguire doing at Coldwell Hall so late into the evening? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, why not?” Elliot spoke heartily; a little too heartily. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He strode across the room to serve three generous measures of brandy from the bottle on the small walnut drinks cabinet, moving smoothly through the gloom, his eyes adapting to the darkness more easily than her own. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was something about him which made the air in the room feel suddenly charged. As Isabella studied Elliot’s tall frame, she could sense a tightness in his stance; a tautness. Something was wrong, and he knew it as well as she did. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here.” He handed the first brandy glass to Isabella. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She did not particularly like brandy, having only ever taken it for mild shocks. But Isabella had a feeling that the shock coming her way now was set to be more than mild. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, «she said in almost a whisper. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Crawford.” Elliot had returned to the drinks cabinet for the other two glasses and handed one to his friend before they all took their seats around the dim glow of the fireplace. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What has happened?” Isabella said the moment they were seated. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps I ought to discuss things briefly with Elliot first before…” Crawford began, but Isabella cut him off. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, just say it. I could not bear to wait a moment longer in suspension, for it is clear to me that you have grave news, Crawford.” Isabella kept her voice as steady as possible and stopped her mind from wandering in any direction at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was no good wondering what had happened and to whom. She could not run through the line of faces appearing in her mind and imagine how she was about to feel to hear how they had come to grief. She would do better to wait until she knew something for sure. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you have already perceived I have come here tonight with bad news,” Crawford spoke slowly and in a low voice as if keen to stave off the inevitable. “Isabella, forgive me, but I have just discovered that Lady Upperton has suffered a dreadful accident.” He bowed his head in the darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama?” Isabella was surprised to hear herself shriek as she rose to her feet. “My mother?” she said again as if she must have clarification. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am afraid so. She apparently fell down the stairs at Upperton Hall early this afternoon. The news did not reach me until early this evening. Forgive me; I would have come earlier had I known sooner.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not at all. There is nothing to forgive.” Isabella hardly recognized her own voice. “And I thank you for coming to inform me.” She remained standing. “Is the doctor with her? Perhaps I should go straight to Upperton?” She looked at Elliot for his approval but could see that he knew, as she did, that there would be no point. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mouth was dry, and she knew in her heart that her mother was dead. But if she did not say it out loud, and if she did not allow anybody else present to say it, then it would not be true. Not for a few minutes, at any rate. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Isabella,” Elliot said and rose from his seat. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As he stood before her, the fire cast a pale glow across his features, and she could just make out the raised, ruined skin. But the little she could see did not upset her; it did not repel her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, do not say it, «she said with her voice finally beginning to crack with emotion. “I know what you are both trying to tell me, but do not say it out loud. Not yet. Please, not yet.” Tears rolled down her cheeks, and Elliot immediately reached up and gently wiped them away with his thumbs as he cupped her face in his hands. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am so sorry, Isabella.” He spoke with quiet and heartfelt sympathy; she was certain of that. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But he knew very well the pain of losing a mother in violent circumstances. And what could be more violent than a fall down the stairs? A fall? Surely her mother had not simply fallen down a staircase she had used day in day out for so many years? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is there anything you would wish me to do? Either of you?” Crawford’s voice sounded as if it was coming from much further away, and Isabella knew that she must be settling into shock. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot think there is anything to be done tonight, Crawford.” Elliot kept his voice low. “But I thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What happened?” Isabella said as a cold shiver ran over her body. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Excuse me?” Crawford was playing for time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How did my mother fall down the stairs?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “In truth, I do not know.” Crawford sounded so apologetic that Isabella felt sorry for him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She was pushed,” Isabella spoke with a cold finality. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A dead silence seemed to have descended upon the library, and nobody spoke a word for many moments. In the end, Elliot crouched before the fire and added two more logs to the dying flames. Then he gently prized the brandy glass from Isabella’s hands and took it across to the drinks cabinet where he added more of the fiery liquid. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here,” he said as he pressed it into her hands. “And sit down, Isabella.” He gently pushed her back down into her seat opposite him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella flopped down into the armchair realizing that there was nowhere to go and nothing to be done. Her mother was dead, and even her refusal to speak the thing aloud would not change it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My father did it, «she said finally after taking a large gulp of the brandy and wincing. “I know he did. Charges should be brought against him for murder.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, Isabella, but I did not hear anything which would suggest your father had anything to do with it. As far as I can discern, the whole thing is thought to have been a terrible accident.” Crawford cleared his throat loudly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Crawford. I do not wish to make you uncomfortable with my assertion. Nor do I wish to make you uncomfortable either, Elliot.” She turned to look at her husband. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elliot was sitting face onto her, not bothering to make any attempt at hiding his scars. Isabella let her mind wander inappropriately for a few moments; she did not want to think about her mother and how she must have suffered in her final moments. Instead, she thought of Elliot. Had he simply forgotten to hide, a thing which came as second nature to him, when the shocking news had been revealed? Had the gravity of the situation taken his mind off his own cares for a while? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She could not see his face in great detail, but more detail than she ordinarily saw him. And it did not make her afraid, not for a moment. Was this the simple case of familiarity that Crawford had felt so sure would come sooner or later? Or was it the subdued lighting taking the edge off it all, making him easier to regard? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not uncomfortable,” Elliot said reassuringly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nor I.” Crawford echoed his sentiments. “But do you have a strong suspicion that your father could hurt your mother so badly? Hurt her enough to end her life?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Isabella said instantly. “I have no doubt about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wish I knew how to proceed in such cases,” Crawford began, and it was clear he wanted to help. So clear that Isabella was inordinately touched by it all. “I do not know how one moves a case of this nature to the courts without first-hand evidence, especially if the thing has already been deemed an accident by the attending physician.” Isabella could see his mighty, vaguely stooped shoulders shrug in the dim light. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know there is no way.” Isabella wanted to put the poor man at his ease. “I know in my heart what has happened, as sure as I know that my father shall never be brought to justice for it. And he will not be the first man to have murdered his wife in cold blood only to find no consequence for the crime. It is the way of things.” Isabella felt desolate. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had always known that she had loved her mother, however ambiguous that love had been at times. And perhaps she had been a little too hard-hearted towards her over the years. It was clear to her now that Lady Upperton had likely known her husband was capable of killing her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But that ought not to have stopped her silently, secretly, supporting her own daughter. It ought not to have stopped her from providing comfort when the two of them were alone. But that was something that Lady Upperton had never done. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella was determined not to take on such guilt. She was sad, heartbroken even, and that would have to be sufficient. It was enough, surely, without taking the blame for feeling less than she ought for a woman who did not even attend her wedding. Isabella knew that her mother had always protected herself from hurt of any kind. She could not even face her daughter’s pain, and so chose to turn away from it all and leave Isabella to suffer alone. What on earth did Isabella have to feel guilty about? And then it hit her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is all my fault,” she said, and the shock of the realization almost led her to let go of her brandy glass. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Isabella?” Elliot began to rise from his seat again but stopped. “How on earth can you think that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was the one who declared that you should not give my father another penny, was I not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I knew what he was capable of. He even told me that my mother would suffer for it all if I did not convince you to increase the settlement you had made upon me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Isabella…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And it was out of spite. And not just spite towards my father but, and may God forgive me, my mother, also. I wanted her to know how I had felt all those years. I wanted her to realize that I had felt helpless and afraid and that the simplest of touches or a kind word from her would have at least made me feel loved.” Isabella almost choked on the sob which erupted so suddenly that she was taken by surprise. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wanted to punish her for not even being at my side when I was married. Well, behold my success! See how badly I have punished her. Oh, for the power to take it all back, I would give anything.” Isabella dropped her head and cried. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Isabella, please do not do this to yourself.” She had not seen or heard Elliot approach and only became aware of him when he knelt before her and took her hands in his own. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How can I not blame myself? What would it have harmed me had you given my father the money?” she said angrily. “It would not have made a jot of difference to my life, would it? And yet I was too peevish to behave as a better woman and think for a moment what my mother would suffer because of it all. We do not have the right to punish others in this life, and yet I took that right as my own. Even if God can forgive me, I shall never, ever forgive myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Neither God nor you need to search about for forgiveness to give, Isabella.” Elliot squeezed her hands. “For I paid your father the money anyway.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You paid him?” Isabella looked at Elliot incredulously and then began to shake her head. “Elliot, you cannot simply say something like that to alleviate my guilt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I speak the truth, Isabella.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He does speak the truth. I was the one who made the payment on Elliot’s behalf,” Crawford added. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella looked up at him, her eyes stinging, and the soft skin of her face already raw from crying. “As I do all of Elliot’s banking business, it was a task much like any other.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Really?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. But I can understand why you might think that Elliot and I would seek to ease your suffering with a falsehood,” he spoke in so kindly a manner that her tears began afresh. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would not wish to give offence to either of you,” Isabella said hurriedly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not offended.” Isabella could see that Elliot was smiling at her and thought how beautiful that smile was; how kind and caring. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And neither am I. And I would gladly show you the docket from the bank if it would put your mind at rest.” Crawford was clearly not insulted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, goodness no. I believe you, really I do.” Isabella took the handkerchief that Elliot handed her. “Thank you.” She smiled at him sadly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me for going over your head and paying your father without your own authorization. In truth, I had thought that you would never discover my deception,” Elliot began awkwardly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not angry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I knew you were angry and embarrassed by your father’s behaviour, but I wanted to be on the safe side, just in case your father intended to carry out his threat to hurt your mother. I did not want you to come to regret a decision made in anger. But I did not go against your wishes lightly. I agonized over it for some days before acceding to your father’s request.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Elliot. Thank you for acting in reason when I could not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Had I known you a little better, then I should not have hidden it from you. I should have told you what I had done and why. But at the time, we were still just barely acquainted, and I could tell that I had already pressed you for too much information in regard to your father’s behaviour as a man, and I did not want to make you even more uneasy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot, you did the right thing, and I shall always be grateful to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But in the end, it changed nothing, did it?” Elliot, still on bended knees before her, sighed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, it did. It changed how I would live the rest of my life. You spared me from the most dreadful guilt, and I cannot tell you what that means to me. Whatever awful, pointless justification my father gives himself for his crime, at least he cannot soothe himself that I am ultimately to blame, can he?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, that he cannot do.” Elliot rose and took her glass before pulling her to her feet. “I think you should lay down for a while. I will call Kitty to come up and bring you some hot milk and a sleeping draught.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Isabella said and was grateful for his kindness and care. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next days seemed to pass in a haze of emotions for Isabella. She was afraid to go to her mother’s funeral because it would make the whole thing absolutely real. Even though she knew without a doubt that her mother was dead, still she had moments in which it was almost as if nothing had changed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella knew that it was because she had not been there at the time. She had witnessed nothing, nor had she seen her mother’s body. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With an awful wrench to her stomach, Isabella wondered if her brother had seen it happen. As unpleasant as he was, at just fourteen years, it would have been a most terrible thing. For anybody to see one parent murder the other would be indescribable, but for a boy of his age, it would be unthinkable. And for Anthony to have to continue to live under that roof with the knowledge of what his father had done could not bear thinking about. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Even without witnessing the incident, surely Anthony knew enough about life at Upperton Hall to know his father capable of such a thing. Even to suspect it would make life with his father unbearable from now on, surely.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet, just as she was powerless to help her mother, Isabella could not see how she was able to help her brother either. He was in line to be the next Earl of Upperton, and nothing would stand in the way of that. And the person who would be charged with the boy’s instruction on the duties that would one day be his could only be the current Earl. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The whole thing was impossible, and all that Isabella could do in the end was hope that her brother was blissfully ignorant of all that was so painfully obvious to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kitty had helped her to get ready for the funeral, providing more comfort to her in those minutes than her mother had ever provided in a lifetime. How confusing it all was to be grieving for somebody when you were unsure of your feelings for them and their feelings for you. It was making the whole thing so much harder. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kitty had worn black also and, as they both descended the great staircase, it was clear to Isabella that Kitty had fully determined to go with her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the great entrance hall, Isabella pulled her thick black shawl around her shoulders as she stared blankly at the wooden horse and armour-plated rider. If only she could be the knight hiding inside, ready to take off for adventures anywhere but there, shielded from pain and sadness by a thick metal shell. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace?” Kitty said, and Isabella turned back to answer before she realized that Kitty was not speaking to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Kitty.” Elliot was striding down the staircase dressed in black and wearing something over his head. “Unfortunately, necessary for the world outside.” He laughed sadly and pointed to what Isabella could now see was a hood of some kind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was made of black fabric and was loose fitting. Isabella could not help staring at him for a moment as she took in the curious headwear.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a full hood which covered most of his scarring and a good deal of the unblemished side of his face. It was a garment which would undoubtedly draw almost as much attention as would its lack. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Kitty, I shall be attending the funeral.” Elliot smiled warmly at the maid, despite the hood, and effectively relieved her of the awful duty. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot, I had not expected…” Isabella began. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You had not expected your husband to attend the funeral of your mother at your side?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sorry. I did not mean…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You need not apologize. Since I never leave Coldwell Hall, it was a perfectly natural assumption.” He looked at her a little sheepishly as if the hood itself gave him almost as much embarrassment as the ruined skin beneath its soft folds. “But I shall be coming with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, «she said and took the arm he offered to her before they walked out of the immense doorway and across to the waiting carriage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They traveled much of the way to the church in silence. Isabella was deeply touched by Elliot’s sudden appearance and wondered just what it had cost him to get as far as the carriage. And yet, despite the strangeness of the hood and her nerves about the funeral, Elliot’s presence at that moment was more reassuring than anything she had experienced in her life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hope my appearance does not cause you embarrassment,” Elliot finally spoke just as the carriage drew up to the church. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No. I am very grateful that you have come today. I know it cannot have been an easy decision to make, and I shall not forget it.” She touched his arm before the door opened and their driver helped her down. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elliot held out his arm again and walked her slowly to the freshly dug grave in the churchyard. Isabella felt the weight of reality sitting heavily upon her and wondered how she would make it through. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother was so young to have had her life ended so brutally; she was not yet five and forty years old, just seven years older than Elliot, and the thought of it made Isabella feel nauseous.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will you manage?” Elliot whispered into her ear. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, «she said in a dry whisper. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The service had been brief, and she had no doubt that it was on her father’s demand that the Reverend had kept it so. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Throughout the ceremony, Isabella cast several looks at her father and was surprised to see how drawn he looked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Earl of Upperton looked grey and his eyes somewhat sunken in their sockets as if he had neither eaten nor slept for days. It was hardly what she had expected at all, and she wondered if it was a guilty reaction to whatever angry outburst had brought them all to the graveside that day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Whenever he looked over at her, Isabella looked away from her father in disgust. She could not look upon the murderer and did not want to appear to offer him solace with something as simple as eye contact. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Instead, she looked for her young brother. Anthony was standing between his father and Isabella’s old governess. Although Anthony was now at Eton, the governess remained in the employ of the Earl.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The governess, who had never been particularly warm, tried more than once to take Anthony’s hand. Isabella watched in dismay as she saw her brother shake away the woman’s unusual attempt at kindness time and time again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Not only did he shrug her away, but Isabella saw clearly how he looked at the woman with arrogant contempt. So, he did not feel the need for comfort as Isabella did. Perhaps it was merely a youthful performance. After all, Anthony had been raised in arrogance and heavily schooled in the outward display the Earl in waiting must make in every given scenario. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet, Isabella had a creeping sensation that there was more to it than that. She tried to look into his eyes but could not hold the gaze. She had expected to see pain there, some sort of emotional upheaval behind the arrogant façade, but she could see nothing. There was nothing there to suggest that his mother’s death and subsequent funeral was anything more than an inconvenience to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Surely his father’s evil ways had not penetrated so far into his young soul? Isabella shuddered, and Elliot turned to her a little. She nodded briefly to indicate that she was alright; she was managing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella continued to look around and was relieved to see Esme Montague among the other mourners with her own parents. She would be glad to have a few minutes with her at the end of the service to provide a little stability. Esme gave her the briefest flicker of a smile when their eyes met, and Isabella felt tears well in her own eyes. How she loved Esme, and how glad she was that she still had her friend in her life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the service drew to its conclusion, and her mother’s coffin was lowered into the ground, Isabella choked back a sob. As Elliot put a steadying arm around her shoulders, Isabella became aware of so many eyes on them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Even in the midst of grief, there were still some who would let their curiosity lead them astray. Isabella felt a surge of anger at the idea that Elliot, a finer man than any stood at her mother’s graveside that day, would still have to suffer the stares of the curious. What a world they all lived in. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as the coffin was lowered and the last handfuls of dirt thrown in, Isabella’s included, Esme hurried across to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, my dear Isabella,” Esme said with red-rimmed eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Of all present, Isabella knew that her dear friend’s grief and sympathy were genuine. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Esme, thank you for coming.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How could I not? Are you going back to Upperton after the service?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I could not,” Isabella said and felt fortified by the feel of Esme’s hands in her own. “I could not be there with the man who murdered my mother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You believe your father is to blame.” It was not a question, and it was clear that Esme was perfectly prepared to accept the theory as true. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After all, she knew well of the Earl of Upperton and his cruel ways. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. I could not be in his company.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And yet he is waiting for you. I can see him out of the corner of my eye hovering and awaiting your presence,” Esme spoke urgently. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no, I can hardly escape his company here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may leave whenever you wish, Isabella. Your father has no rights over you.” Elliot reminded her of his presence at her side. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Your Grace,” Esme said and looked up at the hooded face without any hint of awkwardness. “I did not mean to talk across you.” She bobbed low. “I am Esme Montague, and I am pleased to make your acquaintance finally, albeit in such sad circumstances.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Miss Montague.” Elliot bowed also, and Isabella felt sure she heard a little relief in his voice as if he was truly expecting an adverse reaction. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am looking forward to my next visit to Coldwell Hall. You have a very beautiful home, Your Grace, and it was a rare treat to be in such beautifully tended grounds.” Esme continued to look at him, giving no hint that she had taken in the curious hood at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the two continued to speak, Isabella could see now just how many people did not have Esme Montague’s good grace. They now stared openly. With the business of the Countess of Upperton’s burial over, they were free to indulge themselves. Worse still, Isabella knew that Elliot was painfully aware of it all. She could have screamed at them all to go to the Devil with their filthy curiosity. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot.” Isabella touched his arm and looked up at him. “Would you be so kind as to keep Esme company for a moment whilst I speak to my father. I know I must do it, for it is impossible to escape the encounter here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course. But please stay close. I shall not remain silent if the Earl seeks to torment you.” His voice was rich and smooth, and the authority in it was unmistakable. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella could see Esme smile, clearly impressed with her old friend’s new husband. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall.” She nodded briefly at them both before turning to walk towards her father. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Earl was, just as Esme had said, hovering awkwardly a few feet from his wife’s final resting place. He looked even worse close up, and Isabella wondered if she had her theory quite right. Could guilt and remorse really make a person look so low? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You wish to speak to me?” Isabella chose not to address her father. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Isabella, I am so very sorry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “For killing my mother?” Isabella kept her voice low; she was not keen for the onlookers to pick up on her words. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, believe me, I did not kill your mother. I would never have done such a thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You would never have pushed her down the stairs? I find that curiously hard to believe.” Despite the harshness of her words, Isabella felt a little uneasy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was something in his expression which suggested he was almost devastated. And yet she had seen his open contempt for her mother for her entire life. How could he be devastated now by her loss? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know I have been hard over the years, but you cannot truly believe I would hurt her like that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You told me yourself that you would hurt her if I did not convince my husband to pay you even more of a settlement on me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I did not mean to see it through. Not like that, at any rate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you would have hurt her, would you not? In some other way?” Isabella was not convinced of anything anymore. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew her father was cruel, but did he really have it in him to kill? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would have hurt her only as a means of hurting you and securing the funds I needed. I knew you would find some way to convince your husband to pay me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella could hardly believe what she was hearing. The admission struck her as almost brutally honest. He spoke with shame at his behaviour, but it was at his threat and intention to do some harm to her mother, not to kill her, she felt sure of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Actually, I told the Duke not to pay you a penny,” Isabella said defiantly and winced when she saw the old flash of anger in his eyes; old habits clearly did die hard. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But he did pay me, Isabella. And so, I had no cause to hurt your mother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You did not have a true cause to hurt my mother either way. You never did!” Isabella spoke a little more loudly than she had intended, but her anger was threatening to boil over. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was aware of Elliot shifting a little some feet away from her as if ready to rush in and save her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once again, she had that wonderful feeling of protection. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Whatever you think of me, I did not kill your mother.” He began to sound exasperated and desolate all at once. “I did not kill her.” His voice broke a little, and the sound took her back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella had never seen a moment’s emotion from the man before her until then. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, my mother just fell, did she?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, she did not fall.” His words brought Isabella up short; she had been expecting flat denial. “She was pushed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Pushed?” Isabella, despite knowing her mother’s death had been anything but an accident, still felt shocked to have it confirmed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, your mother was pushed.” The Earl seemed ready to unravel before her very eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella felt hot and nauseous, and she wondered what on earth her father was about to tell her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you did not push her, then who did?” Her voice was raspy and her throat dry and suddenly sore. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anthony.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
     “But I do not understand, Elliot. It was my understanding that things were going very well. Very well indeed.” Crawford Maguire’s exasperation was clear in his voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It does not change what I did. It does not change what her father did either.” Elliot had known beforehand that this would be extraordinarily difficult to explain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After all, when a person had what they wanted, they did not customarily find a way of letting it go. But that was what Elliot had decided to do; what he knew he must do. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But as you told it to me, Isabella does not blame you for the manner of your marriage. She understands, Elliot. Did you not say so yourself?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, and I know that she does understand. If I am honest, that makes it even worse.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How on earth does the understanding of your wife make things worse?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because it reminds me what a fine person she is. It reminds me day in day out what I did to her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Does it really matter how the marriage began? Surely what is important is how it continues.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I understand what you are saying to me, Crawford, and I know that you do so because you are my oldest and finest friend. And I thank you for it; please do not think that I am ungrateful for your kind words, for I am not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may not be ungrateful, Elliot, but you most certainly are obtuse.” Crawford was struggling to hide his annoyance, and Elliot was sorry for having put his friend in such a position. “Has something happened? Has the poor woman made some other mistake that you cannot forgive her for?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Isabella has never done anything for which I could not forgive her,” Elliot said and knew that his friend had not meant his harsh words. “And I know that you are referring to the doll, and I have, in my own way at least, apologized for my reaction. And it is true we are far past that now and have no need to speak of it again. The doll is in my room, for heaven’s sake, beneath the portrait of my dear Eleanor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then what has effected this sudden change? What has brought you to this terrible decision?” Crawford spread his hands wide and leaned back in his chair. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elliot sighed. He had been far from looking forward to this meeting, and even as he had walked through the corridors of Coldwell Hall towards the study he had long ago set aside for his friend, he wondered if he would actually say the words out loud. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But ever since Isabella had told him it all, he had been unable to think of anything else. She had suffered enough, and he would see to it that she did not suffer a moment longer. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You know me better than anybody, Crawford, and something has changed, as you have quite rightly perceived. After her mother’s funeral last week, Isabella told me something that has made me question my own actions, my own selfishness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And that was?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This must remain between the two of us, my dear Crawford.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course.” Crawford looked a little affronted and rightly so. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know that your word is inviolate, Crawford, forgive me. But this cannot even go as far as Kitty, that is how serious it is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then it must be very serious indeed. For goodness sake, what is it?” Crawford looked suddenly concerned. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You know as well as I do that Isabella immediately suspected her father of her mother’s death. You were there, and you heard it with your own ears, did you not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, and I did not doubt her, I must say. I have never liked the Earl of Upperton, and I have found his dealings with you in respect of his daughter unseemly and underhand. It would not surprise me to hear that the man would stick at nothing, especially when he had already threatened his wife as a means of coercing his daughter. But as we all agreed at the time, there would never be a way to secure the proof of it since such proof had never been secured by those who first attended the scene. What on earth is there that we can do about it?” Crawford shrugged. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did not intend to do anything at all about it. As you say, the thing cannot be proved. But the Earl of Upperton had a few moments with Isabella shortly after the funeral service, and it was then that he admitted to his only daughter that the death of her mother had not been an accident.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are saying that he confessed to the thing? The Earl of Upperton admitted murdering the Countess by pushing her down the stairs?” Crawford’s eyes were as round as saucers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, he did not confess.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I do not understand. Either her death was an accident, or it was murder; there is no middle ground. Either the Earl killed her, or he did not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He did not.” Elliot knew that he was fast reaching the point of no return.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    However, he knew in his heart that he could trust Crawford Maguire with any piece of information on God’s earth and know that it would never be uttered abroad. “He told Isabella that Anthony, the young man who will one day be the Earl of Upperton, murdered his own mother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Isabella’s younger brother pushed his own mother down the stairs?” Crawford’s mouth hung open in a way which almost made Elliot inappropriately laugh. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is exactly what he told her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then it is clear that the man would stick at nothing.” Crawford Maguire shook his head violently. “That he would blame his own son for it is appalling. The man would obviously stoop to any depth to save his own hide.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But his hide was not in any danger, was it?” Elliot said quietly and studied his friend’s face. “After all, as we all knew at the time, nobody suspected the death to be a crime. To all intents and purposes, the Earl of Upperton had got away with murder. The only person who did suspect him, whom he always knew would suspect him of it, was his daughter. But he knew that she could not accuse him of it without evidence, and so he was in the clear, do you not think?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, since you put it so succinctly, yes, he was in the clear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And Isabella believes him,” Elliot added. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of all people, if Isabella believes it, I think it must be true. But really, that a boy of his age could commit such an atrocity and against his own mother is unthinkable.” Crawford was still shocked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is a product of his father’s upbringing, is he not? After all, as Isabella says, Anthony has only ever seen his mother treated with contempt. And she was treated with contempt by the only person who has instructed Anthony on how life ought to be lived. Is he not mirroring his father’s behaviour, albeit in a most extreme manner?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Our fathers do have the greatest influence over us, that is true,” Crawford said thoughtfully. “But what possible reason could the young man have had to push his mother down the stairs?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Isabella asked her father the same question,” Elliot said. “And this is the hardest part of all to understand. There had been no argument between them whatsoever.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nothing at all had passed between mother and son?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, the Earl of Upperton was at the bottom of the stairs and saw his wife approaching from above. As if from nowhere, Anthony stepped out and put a hand squarely on his mother’s back before shoving her hard and standing with wide eyes to watch her fall, to see her hit every step on her way down. I think the whole thing has quite frightened the Earl.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not surprised it has frightened him. And perhaps it is time that dreadful man was made frightened by something. Perhaps it is fitting that he has been frightened by the fruits of his own labours. He instructed the young man in the ways of the world, and murdering his own mother was his interpretation of his father’s teachings.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think you have it exactly, Crawford. And in truth, that is exactly how Isabella sees it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And how is Isabella? How is she taking it all?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is not at all well, Crawford. It has hit her very hard indeed although it is true to say that there was no love lost between Isabella and her brother. He had been raised by his father to see his elder sister as beneath him, almost amongst the ranks of the servants.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I take it that Anthony was physically violent with Isabella also?” Crawford asked the question awkwardly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not until the very end, she assures me.” Elliot felt his stomach tighten, knowing that he would have to tell the tale. “Some weeks before she was due to come here to Coldwell Hall and marry me, Isabella attempted an escape from Upperton Hall.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had no idea.” Crawford sounded amazed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And neither did I, until Isabella and I talked. You see, I asked her exactly the same question as you did. I asked her if Anthony had ever been violent towards her, had ever hurt her physically. She told me that he had only done so once. Naturally, I asked her to recount the circumstances for I should now like to have a better account of that young man’s character. And that is when she told me of the plan she had made to escape her family and make her way to Ireland. As a matter of fact, to escape me if the truth be known.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But that is before you knew her and before she knew you, my dear fellow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot see how that makes it better, Crawford. In the dead of night, Isabella attempted to creep out of her house and into the town to walk through the darkness so that she might get onto the earliest post-chaise unseen. For a young woman to be forced to do that rekindles the shame that I felt at the time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She clearly did not make it out of Upperton Hall,” Crawford said and seemed keen to have the rest of the story. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She had crept down the great staircase and made her way almost to the door before her brother appeared. And I shudder to think about it, but it is very clear from her telling of it that he knew well that she planned to escape. He had found in her bag a timetable of sailings from Liverpool to Ireland and, instead of taking the thing straight to his father, he sought to capture her himself. That dreadful child must have waited night after night in the darkness of the hall to see if his sister would try to make her escape. I am only grateful now that he did not apprehend her on the stairs, for the Lord only knows what would have happened to her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And so, he physically stopped her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He pulled her back through the hall by her hair. And apparently, he did not let go until his father instructed him to do so. That his ungentlemanly brutality was witnessed by so many of their servants did not bother the young man at all. He cared only for his father’s opinion on the matter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The child is surely a monster.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He was raised to be a monster by a monster, that is my genuine belief.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I do not see how Isabella can be blamed for it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good heavens, I would never blame Isabella for such a thing. What on earth gives you such an idea, Crawford?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I daresay it is the fact that you now seek information on how an annulment to your marriage might be obtained. Surely that is punishment, is it not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not seek to have the marriage annulled as a means of punishing Isabella, but as a means of setting her free.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But how would that be setting her free? I do not understand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Isabella has lived her life with a man who was so awful he has raised a son who would kill his own mother. What that woman must have suffered in her life, I cannot begin to imagine. And then, there was I, a man so lonely that he would do any selfish thing to alleviate that loneliness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You cannot compare yourself to the Earl of Upperton, Elliot,” Crawford said firmly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not compare myself to him. Not exactly, at any rate. But I have her a prisoner here as much as her father and brother had kept her prisoner at Upperton Hall. Her entire life has been ordered by others, myself included.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot, that is not exactly the case. And is it not true of many young women that they do not have great choices in this life?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That does not make it right, does it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, it does not. But you have given your wife many great freedoms. You have not kept her a prisoner for a moment. She is allowed any visitor she chooses, you have made that very clear. And she might visit whomever she chooses, you have made that clear also. So how is it that you think you have made a prisoner of Isabella?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because I cannot go out with her into the world, and I know that she would wish it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sure that she would wish it, but that is something that will come with time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, it will not come with time,” Elliot said determinedly. “My attendance at her mother’s funeral taught me as much. I will not go out again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That was but one expedition, Elliot. The first in a great many years. What on earth did you expect to feel?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not want the society of the world outside, Crawford, that is not going to change. And I do not want to keep my wife a prisoner of my own idiosyncrasies, and so I must beg you to do what you can to help me secure an annulment. No, I know that securing an annulment will not be easy, but you must give me your word that you will attempt it. You must find out as much as you can about the process, I beg of you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Crawford said looking almost as downcast as the Duke. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
     “After we had spent all those minutes together talking after your mother’s funeral, I would have imagined the Duke would have been sitting for afternoon tea with us today,” Esme said and was clearly disappointed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please believe me when I tell you that it is certainly nothing to do with you that Elliot is not here with us today. In truth, I think it has more to do with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you mean because of what your father told you about Anthony?” Esme said in a whisper as the two of them sat cloistered in the drawing room of Coldwell Hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was only Esme’s second visit, and already she seemed at home there, just as she had always seemed at home at Upperton Hall. It was very likely that it did not matter where she and her friend sat down to talk, Esme was most comfortable. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is exactly what I mean. Ever since we sat down and talked about it, Elliot has been very quiet. I know that he does not blame me exactly for what happened, but I cannot help thinking that he finds me now to be a little tainted by association. After all, the same man who raised Anthony raised me, did he not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That might be so, but that same man raised you both very differently. He did not raise you to be arrogant and entitled. He did not raise you to be cruel and intimidating. He raised your brother to be those things, and he now reaps the benefits of that. But I cannot believe for a moment that Elliot would think you in any way the same. I can hardly believe that he would think you in any way affected.” Esme had finished her tea and was reaching forward to pour them both another. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is all that I can think of which explains his absence and his extreme quiet when we are together. We have not played music in the library for many days, since before I heard of my mother’s death.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps that is why, Isabella. Perhaps the Duke is giving you time to adjust to the awful shock of hearing that your mother had died and the even greater shock of hearing of the manner of her passing. Perhaps he is giving you some time in which to adjust to it all. Everything you have told me of the Duke would lead me to suspect him of being a very kind and considerate sort of a man. And I must say, all the better for meeting in person.” Esme gave a broad smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I still have yet to thank you for resolutely ignoring the hood that my husband wore to my mother’s funeral when everybody else could do nothing but stare right at it,” Isabella said and smiled in return. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What hood?” Esme said and then chuckled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Esme, whatever would I do without you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sure that you would manage, but I should not like to test the theory.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And neither would I.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do think that it might take a little time for you to adjust to everything that happened, Isabella. I know that you and the Duke were getting on better and better all the time, but all is not lost. You will get back to where you were before all this sadness and tragedy occurred. Just give it time and a little patience.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It had taken so long for us to get to where we were, and it was so tentative, almost precarious, that I do not know if we will ever achieve such a moment again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, we had become a little close on the last evening we were together, just before dear Crawford Maguire came with the dreadful news.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Close how?” Esme sat bolt upright and put her teacup down on her saucer with a clang. “What do you mean? Spare me none of the details, miss nothing out.” Esme was full of excitement. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was nothing very serious,” Isabella said, but she knew that her cheeks were flushing scarlet. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had thought of that evening more than once and, when she did, it always brought a rosy glow to her face. Whenever she closed her eyes and remembered him behind her, his hands over hers as she worked the bow and held the violin, it was almost as if she could still feel him there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had covered her hands with his own most firmly, and she remembered the warmth of his breath on the back of her neck. It had been the most intimate moment of her entire life, despite the fact that she had been married for some months. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew that her feelings towards him had changed again that night. It seemed to her that her feelings for him changed a little here and there as every day passed. But some of the changes were bigger than others, more memorable somehow, and that was certainly the most memorable change of them all.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the night when Elliot Covington, the man, had become attractive to her. Not the Duke, and not just the beautiful, unblemished side of his face, but everything about him, inside and out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And then there had come the knock on the door which had changed everything, had set them back so far that she did not know if they would ever return to that moment again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Serious enough to make you blush, my dear. For goodness sake, tell me all of it.” Esme had risen from her own armchair and scampered around the low table to sit next to her friend so closely on the couch that there was not even space for a feather between them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, Isabella had told her everything. Esme was her oldest and finest friend, after all, and were these not the very things that friends expected to hear? Had it been the other way around, Isabella knew that she would have pressed Esme for every delicious moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And it had been wonderful to say it out loud. It had given Isabella a little thrill of excitement to see the look of wonder on Esme’s face. A very important moment had, indeed, passed between man and wife, and the look on Esme’s face was somehow confirmation of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, how wonderful!” Esme said over and over again throughout the telling of the tale. “How very romantic.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you think it is romantic, Esme?” Isabella said as she felt uncertainty creep over her once more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, I do,” Esme said dumbfounded. “Why? Do you not think it is so?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “At the time I did, yes. In truth, I am sure I felt it. But in these last days, I cannot help thinking that I have somehow mistaken it all. It is as if it could not have possibly been that Elliot and I were ever so close. It is hard to explain, but I cannot imagine he thinks of that night as I do. If he even thinks of it at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That cannot be true. Not if everything which passed between you was exactly as you told it to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then the Duke cannot fail to have been moved by it. Think about it, Isabella. The Duke, a man who has spent the better part of eighteen years alone, barring his friend and his servants, would surely have been starved of the finer feelings of closeness. For him to have been so close as to be touching you that night must be among the things he will never forget as long as he lives. Isabella, it cannot have meant nothing to him. It cannot possibly have meant nothing to him. Do you not see?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “When you explain it out as you do, yes, I do see. But then what can explain his behaviour towards me now? I cannot quite put it into words, Esme, but Elliot is so very distant currently. I accept what you say that he might be giving me room for adjustment in trying times, but his determination to be away from me is something that I find peculiarly hurtful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you are sure that he is determined to be away from you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am. I have sat in the library night after night playing the piano and waiting for him. And now I do not even bother to play; I sit there in silence staring down at the keys and wishing that he would come. But he does not come, Esme. He stays away.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It strikes me that you must speak to him about it,” Esme said and held up a hand when Isabella made to object. “What have you to lose by speaking to him? As far as I can see, that is the only way that you will have an answer in all of this. And for reasons best known to yourself, actually speaking to him, actually asking outright, is something that you have avoided more than once since you have been married. But I cannot help saying that it is surely the most sensible and practical path to take in all of this. If you do not ask him, you are simply flailing around blind, are you not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are always so sensible, Esme. And I know that it is right; I know that that is what I must do. But it is so very difficult to make such an approach to Elliot for he is such a quiet man.  I cannot help thinking that having spent so many years alone, he is much used to keeping his own counsel on so many issues. I am perpetually worried that if I persist, I am doing nothing more than taking his silence away, depriving him of it almost.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have no doubt that that is a very distinct possibility for a man who has been alone for so long. But just because he is used to his silence and solitude does not mean that he enjoys it. It is a habit and very likely follows the path of most habits. Neither enjoyable nor breakable without assistance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wish I could feel your confidence, Esme,” Isabella said with a sigh. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not be fooled by my confidence, my dear. After all, it is very easy to talk with confidence upon somebody else’s situation, is it not?” Esme gave a self-deprecating laugh. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Esme, you do lighten my mood.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is what friends are for, are they not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I daresay it is, and I must tell you that I greatly look forward to the day when I can return the favour. For now, it seems that the tide flows only from you to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is by necessity, Isabella, not design.” Esme picked up her tea again and sipped it, despite the fact that it had cooled considerably. “Forgive me for being so forward, Isabella, but there is something that I must say. Or ask; I am not sure which.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may speak freely, Esme.” Isabella smiled at her friend reassuringly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are now in love with your husband, are you not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I truly believe that I am in love with Elliot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And have you looked upon his face properly since we last spoke of it? Have you made it your business to do so?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have tried, but Elliot is still so private on the matter. Even on that evening when we were so close, Elliot stood behind me. He is always behind me when we play music. And even when he came down to escort me out of the carriage to go to my mother’s funeral; he already had that hood of his in place. He did not wait until he got into the carriage but hid from me immediately. I cannot help thinking that it is me he hides from more than anybody.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot see that is entirely true, although there may be some truth in it. You forget; I stood with your husband whilst you spoke to your father after the funeral service, and I saw what he suffered in those moments. Much apart from trying to give an ear to the conversation you were having with your father, the Duke had to deal with the stares and the whispers all around him. And the whispers became louder and louder as everybody grew in confidence. Safety in numbers, I suppose, and the fact that small mobs of people always seem to think as one.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh dear, did he really suffer so much? I did see some surreptitious glances throughout the ceremony and saw even more obvious ones just afterward. But I must admit, once I realized that my father wanted to speak to me, everything else became forgotten.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, he really did suffer, Isabella. He suffered in a way which made me furious, made me want to speak out loud and tell them off for their stupidity. For heaven’s sake, it’s just a scar. It is not a contagion, it is not a blight on the soul, it is not a description of the man beneath. It is just ruined skin, and nothing else. And they did not even see that much, did they? They saw only a hood covering it all. Would they be so excited at the sight of a hat, I wonder? Or a new pair of breeches?” Esme grinned. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You make the world seem so very simple,” Isabella said sadly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because I do believe that sometimes the world is as simple as you make it. Listen, we do not always have control over our destinies, especially as women. But when we do have the opportunity to accept things and to make things our own, we must take those opportunities. We must not sit and wonder how everything will go wrong when there is a chance that everything will go right. We must not dwell upon the look of a thing or the opinions of others when there is a life to be lived. And I believe that there is a life to be lived for you here at Coldwell Hall, a good life for both you and the Duke. Now, why on earth would the two of you not take an opportunity like that in both hands and run as fast as you can with it? Really, it makes no sense.” Esme laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do so love you, Esme. You are so bossy, and yet I love you all the more for it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you must do as I say and make the best of things. The more you make the best things, the more you realize that you already have the best of things. Does that make any sense at all?”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It makes perfect sense.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
     “Are you not going to play?” Elliot’s voice behind her made Isabella turn suddenly on the piano stool. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had been sitting there for almost an hour without moving, just looking down at the keys and wondering how she would best follow Esme’s advice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was another evening without Elliot’s presence, and she could see no reason to play any of the tunes she had come to love so dearly. It was not the same without him, and she knew it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I could not think of anything to play,” she said and knew that it was only partly the truth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you could pay the Haydn again? I think it is one of my favourite pieces, but only when I hear you play it.” There was a quality to his voice that was almost sad, and its presence made her feel sad also. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will play it if you wish. Will you not join me? Do you not have your violin with you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not have it with me,” he said plainly and began to walk into the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He crossed to the armchair he almost always sat in and perched in front of the fire. Night after night, Isabella had been careful to make no changes to the lighting in the room. Always she only had the fire lit and the candles of the candelabra which sat on top of her piano. She did not want to do anything which would put him off coming in to see her, to spend time with her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella had a feeling of foreboding, a feeling that things were not quite right. She felt sad and knew that he did too as if everything was somehow coming to an end. Quite why she felt that way, she did not know and hoped that it was nothing more than a vivid imagination born of days of silence. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With no idea of how to continue their conversation, Isabella could do nothing but play the piano. But she did not play to please him, nor anybody else. She did what he had always talked about and played for the sake of the music itself. She played for the enjoyment of the music, even if to do so made her feel so terribly sad. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And the result was quite miraculous. Isabella had not bothered to rise from the piano stool and lift its lid to find the correct piece of sheet music so that she might follow it. Instead, she closed her eyes and played by instinct. She had played the piece so many times, practiced it so very diligently that there was not a single part of the melody that she did not know by heart. And as for the keys, she felt her way, seeing nothing through her closed eyes but the orange glow of the dancing flames of the candles. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When she had finished, the room fell into silence. She peered across the room into the gloom and felt sure that she had seen Elliot raise a hand to his eye momentarily. Had he dashed away a tear without realizing that he was being watched? And if so, why? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You liked the piece?” she said, finally breaking the silence. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not think I have ever heard anything played so beautifully, Isabella.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are too kind.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I am simply being truthful. If either one of us is kind, it is you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot, is something wrong? I cannot help thinking that I have done or said something that has somehow changed your opinion of me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My opinion of you could not be higher, Isabella, and nothing could change it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not even a murderous streak running through my family? Running through my very veins, even?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not believe that you have been touched by a murderous streak, Isabella. And evil does not run through your veins. Not you of all people in this world.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But something has turned you against me, Elliot. I know it; I can feel it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not turned against you, Isabella. I would never be turned against you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then things are as they always were, are they?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Insofar as my feelings for you, yes, things are as they always were.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then there is something else, is there not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My feelings towards myself are not as they were.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you no longer shroud yourself in guilt?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you are talking about my family, perhaps I shall always shroud myself in guilt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “On this occasion, I was not talking about your family, forgive me. But once when we spoke, you told me that you felt guilty about the manner of our marrying. And I told you then, I told you most distinctly, that I did not think any the less of you for it now that I had come to know you. I would wish for nothing more than the ability to make you see. But it appears that I cannot, whatever I say, and whatever I do. You are quite determined to blame yourself, and yet you do not see that I have a better life now than ever I did.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A better life without your father in it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quite so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because he was a monster?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course, he was a monster. I have now told you everything there is to tell of him, and surely you can see now that a monster is exactly what he always was.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, anything would be an improvement on that, would it not?” he spoke a little sullenly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness me, you think that I see you as nothing more than a vague improvement on a truly disastrous existence?” Isabella felt suddenly and inexplicably angry. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Am I not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You speak as if it must be either one thing or the other. You talk as if I am pleased only to be here because it is better than being with my father. But has it has not occurred to you that I am pleased to be here simply because I am pleased to be here? Is that not a possibility that also exists in a world where you seem to think there are only two choices?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not understand why it is that you always seek to excuse me. Why are you never angry about what happened to you? Why are you never distraught that your choices were taken away from you in the way that they were?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because I cannot be distraught forever. I have already been distraught. I was deeply distraught at the time my choices were taken from me, and that is the truth. But I had no knowledge of what was in my future and, therefore, it was understandable that I would be distraught, was it not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I daresay.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But as I say, I cannot continue to be distraught over something that no longer has any bearing in my world. I will not dwell on something and make it a part of the story of me because it is not. There is more to me as a human being than merely the girl who was sold away to the Duke who had become a myth in his own lifetime. I am not a set of circumstances; I am a person.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but a person who has a right to their own anger. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And a person who also has a right to dismiss that anger when she no longer sees a use for it. I cannot dwell on things the way you do, Elliot. I cannot make the past my future, do you not see? If we all lived as you do, none of us would ever move forward. We would live only in the past, we would live it over and over, and we would never reconcile the feelings that came with it. The past is the past for a reason. If it were not so, the past would be called the present, would it not? Or even the future, perhaps?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are being a little more argumentative than I had given you credit for,” Elliot said sharply. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I must always argue against irrationality when I see it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You think it irrational of me to still have my feelings laid waste by the loss of my mother and sister?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are now twisting my words to fit your own mood, Elliot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps I am. Forgive me.” He turned to silently stare into the fire, the handsome side of his face clearly defined in the orange glow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As he sat silently, clearly determined not to look back towards her, Isabella maintained the surveillance of him. She would not look away, nor would she give up. She did not know what mood had overtaken Elliot, nor the cause of it. Worse still, she did not know where that mood would take him; where it would all end. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot, what is all of this? What have I done?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As I said before, you have done nothing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then this is your own mood? Your own feeling?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, feelings which will not be denied, I am afraid.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tell me, what did you used to do in the outside world?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is a peculiar question,” she said quizzically. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must have done something. You must have played bridge and attended afternoon teas and evening buffets. You must have spent time in London, watched plays, enjoyed Christmas celebrations. Tell me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I did many of those things. I used to play bridge every Thursday at the home of Lady Brockett. It was a very well attended affair week in week out.” Isabella smiled at the memory of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had always enjoyed Thursday afternoon bridge in Lady Brockett’s home, always teaming up with Esme since they made such a formidable pair. And there was always fun and gossip to be had, albeit of the most benign variety. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what of evening events? What of the society you used to keep back then?” He seemed genuinely interested, and Isabella wondered if they were slowly walking back towards the right track again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There would be two or three events every week. As you say, evening buffets and afternoon teas. I daresay that I had a very vast array of society at my disposal, given that my father is the Earl of Upperton. My mother and I were invited all over the place,and we generally accepted invitations.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And did you make many invitations?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, of course,” Isabella said and laughed lightly. “My mother was very fond of laying on afternoon tea. She was most lavish about it all, perhaps even showing off just a little. Still, my father was rarely in company with us at the time. He always seemed to be somewhere on the estate bellowing at somebody, a tenant farmer or servant. Anyway, the point is that he was always otherwise engaged, and so I suppose, when I think of it, our little afternoon events were always quite carefree. Or they were what passed for carefree at Upperton Hall.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is hard to imagine that you ever had any joy in that house,” Elliot said suddenly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “In truth, I had not remembered any of it until my mother’s passing. She was not a kind and loving woman towards me, and that is the truth. But there was a little sympathy between us, perhaps of humour and conversation. We seemed to work well together for our afternoon teas, and as I have said, it was something that I had forgotten until these last few days.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps the pain and injustice of it all mask the good at times.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I believe that is true. Just because I did not have what I truly wanted from my mother does not mean that I did not have anything good from her. I suppose there is a lesson in there for me, is there not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think you have been presented with far too many lessons for one lifetime, Isabella. You need not search for more of them; I am sure of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps we have both been presented with far too many lessons.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what of London?” He seemed determined to continue, to find out more about her somehow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have attended several events in the season but have never played out an entire season in London, if you will. I avoided it. I always gave my mother little hints and excuses for us not to attend it all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why was that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because the London season is designed for one thing and one thing only. It is a parade ground where young ladies are trotted out like show ponies to be looked over and finally chosen, or not chosen, as the case may be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I believe it is renowned as a market for marriage above all things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You never went yourself?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My mother talked of it often, trying to edge me this way and that to find a bride.” He laughed warmly. “But she did not push too hard and, after my father passed, she was more concerned that I find a lady to love and like rather than a lady who was deemed suitable. She was no longer interested in any sort of strategic marriage because you see, she had not suffered such a thing herself. My father and mother were genuinely suited and had, in the end, actually chosen one another.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How wonderful,” Isabella said on a wave of romance. “Then it is little wonder you were such a close family.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps it is the only way to have a close family.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps it is,” she agreed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you can see now why I have such concerns, can you not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why?” she said a little upended. “What concerns?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We did not choose one another, did we?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Our circumstances were a little different, it is true.” Isabella was desperately trying to remember Esme’s wise words. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She felt sure that if she could only remember them and repeat them, they would make great sense, and Elliot would finally see the truth of it all. But for the life of her, Isabella could not draw them to mind. She knew the essence of them but could find no way to speak them aloud. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have kept you prisoner here against your will, Isabella, and nothing you say will change that. It is a fact, plain and simple.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How am I a prisoner here when I am free to make my visits and to have visitors? It does not make sense.” She had that awful sense that the conversation was slipping out of her grasp once more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because you do not go anywhere. Granted you visit Esme in her home, but that is it. You do not go to bridge, you do not go to afternoon teas, and you certainly do not go to London or to see theatricals or partake of any other of life’s enjoyments.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because I would rather you went with me,” she said truthfully. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I cannot go with you, Isabella. And that is how I keep you prisoner. You are too good of a person to go out into the world and continue to take on its enjoyments because you see me as your responsibility.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot, I did not see you in that way at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Object all you like, Isabella, I know it to be true. You no longer have your father’s firm hand pressing down upon you, and it is clear to you now that I do not object to you living a life. But you have chosen not to live it. You have made yourself content to spend a few hours in the evening with me, to live in the same shadows that I live in. But that is wrong, can you not see it? Can you not see what I have imposed upon you simply by gaining your sympathy?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You asked me never to pity you, and I swear to you that I do not,” she said firmly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know that you do not pity me, and I thank you for it. But I know that I have your sympathy, and I have your care. Whilst that ought to be a source of great joy to me, it is instead a source of great sadness. Even if you have forgiven me for the manner in which you came to be here, how can you continue to forgive me for keeping you here in the shadows? You are but twenty years old.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot, I cannot bear this conversation a moment longer.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please forgive me,” he said and began to rise to his feet. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And once again you are to walk away. Why? Why do you do that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Habit, I daresay.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And staying in the shadows is a habit, Elliot. A habit which might be broken with a little help. Why will you not accept my help?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good night, Isabella.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Elliot!” she said and made to rise. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    However, he was already out of the room and had disappeared out of sight before she had made her way into the corridor. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella had not slept a wink. She ran over every element of their conversation in her mind as she stared blindly into the darkness of her room. Had Elliot realized that she had great plans to introduce him to the world outside again? Had that been what had somehow changed things for him? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But they were married, and there was time to put things right, surely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the day began to break, Isabella sat up in her bed and stared miserably around the room. Try as she might, she could not shake the feeling that there was something so very final about the conversation. It had struck her almost as if Elliot was saying goodbye to her. But how could he be saying goodbye to her? They were man and wife. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly, she was reminded of the idea she had once had that they could live out their lives without setting eyes on one another ever again as they walked the halls of Coldwell. But surely that had been nothing more than a fanciful dread. If she wanted to find him, by day or by night, surely, she could. Could she not? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet there it was; the feeling that would not go away. Oh, how she wished she had Esme with her at that moment. Esme would know what to say to make things right. She would remind her of her clever words, words that could not be argued with. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella waited in silence for what seemed like forever until Kitty came with her jug of warm water. As she dressed, she knew that she must do something. She must make some move or other, not just wait for life to roll on in a direction she had not wanted or expected. For once, Isabella really must take charge of things. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Kitty, do you know if Crawford Maguire is here today?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I should think so, Your Grace. He stayed last night, certainly, and I believe he is on some matter of business for His Grace. I have no doubt that you will find him in his study today, likely for the next few days if I know anything about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, good,” Isabella said and felt suddenly that she would have some chance of getting answers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, but is something troubling you?” Kitty spoke gently. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It really is, Kitty. I am so worried about the Duke at the moment. He seems to have changed, to have retreated into his little world again. And the thing is, I am worried that he will not come out of his world anymore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you would miss him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Kitty, I would miss him more than anything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I think it is time that you told him as much,” Kitty said reticently. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you really?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me for speaking so plainly, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Kitty, you must speak freely before me. Of all people, you must speak freely, for if you do not, how am I ever to know how to proceed?” Isabella felt tearful but was determined not to cry. “Nobody else speaks plainly to me here, Kitty. Least of all my husband.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think if you do care for the Duke, you must tell him. It is what has been missing in his world for so many years. Yes, he has me to help him, but I am not in a position to outright say that I care. And as for Crawford Maguire, whilst his actions are most kindly, he is a friend and a man, and he cannot speak the same words. And from all you have told me, these are words that you have not heard a good deal of in your life. It is time that you and His Grace were open with one another. Forgive me, but I cannot help feeling that it is the only way to keep moving forward.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not only do you know the Duke better than most, but it would seem that you know me better also. You have been a great comfort to me, Kitty, and I shall never forget it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now don’t you start weeping, Your Grace or I shall follow suit and will get nothing done today,” Kitty said and blinked hard. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Kitty!” Isabella said and laughed and cried all at once. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must be brave, my dear.” Kitty suddenly took her hands in her own. “You must be brave enough to look upon his face and tell him everything that is in your heart. But you must do both of those things, not just one or the other. The Duke needs to hear all of it, and he needs to know that it is true.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I will do it; I will tell him everything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will get used to his appearance in time. That is all that it takes, believe me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think I could more easily get used to his appearance than to his lack of presence. That, above all things, I cannot bear.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you must tell him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall. But first, I shall speak with Crawford Maguire and see if he knows anything of the Duke’s curious mood at the moment. I ought to be armed with all the information, ought I not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That sounds like a most sensible decision, Your Grace.” Kitty smiled approvingly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Within the hour, Isabella had dressed and eaten a small breakfast, finding herself unable to eat as heartily as she ordinarily did first thing in the morning. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Determining that she would eat a little better at luncheon, Isabella hurriedly made her way to Crawford Maguire’s study and knocked the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As always, Crawford rose to his feet and opened the door himself and, seeing Isabella standing there, smiled warmly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come in, Isabella. Do take a seat.” He ushered her into one of the armchairs by the fire. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Crawford,” Isabella said as she sat down.“Forgive me for intruding upon what looks to be a very busy morning.” Isabella turned to indicate a mountain of papers on Crawford’s desk. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not at all.” She could see Crawford’s expression become one of awkwardness as he regarded the papers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In her heart, she knew the papers had something to do with her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Crawford, but whatever is happening, I must know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon?” She knew he was playing for time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Crawford, I know that something has changed, although I do not know what it is. And yet I cannot help thinking that my husband came to see me last night to say goodbye. I know that will sound like a most curious assertion, but it is true, and I cannot think of another way to describe it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Isabella.” Crawford let out a great sigh and looked as if he had the weight of the world on his shoulders. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There really is something, is there not? Will you not tell me, Crawford? Honestly, I cannot manage with all this uncertainty and sadness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you are sad, Isabella?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, I am; of course, I am!” She instantly regretted her tone. “Forgive me, I did not mean to speak so sharply.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot blame you for speaking so. It is clear to me now that you are suffering the most dreadful confusion, and I can do no other than seek to clear it for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would be most grateful, Crawford. I am in the dark more often than my husband these days.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is no easy way for me to tell you this, so I must just give you the facts. And please understand, Isabella, that I have tried my hardest to dissuade the Duke from this particular course of action.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What course of action?” Isabella began to feel afraid. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Duke has decided to seek an annulment of your marriage.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “An annulment?” Isabella almost shrieked the word. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am afraid so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But why? Why would he do such a thing to me? What have I done to deserve such treatment?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He seeks to do it in a manner in which you will not suffer, Isabella.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How could I not suffer? How could I be anything other than a pariah in society, cast out by my own husband?” Her hands were shaking violently, and she felt nauseous. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He does not seek to achieve it in a manner which would have you cast out. That is why he has asked for my help; he needs to find a way in which it can be achieved without any harm to you whatsoever.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is a means of achieving it which would have no villain in the piece but your father.” Crawford looked down as if he had somehow betrayed her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My father? But how?” Isabella did not really need the details of the thing.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was not the fear of having society turn their backs on her when her marriage was annulled. It was the pain and heartbreak that the only man she had ever truly loved would be the one to turn his back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There are not, as you know, many circumstances in which an annulment can be obtained,” Crawford began and seemed to be on firmer ground now that he was explaining the mechanics of it all. “Mental incompetence is one, of course, but not one that is advisable to pursue.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good, because I am not mentally incompetent in any way!” Isabella felt defensive. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not you, Isabella. Elliot would never say such a thing about you. He initially meant to take that on himself, giving you the authority to claim it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I would never claim such a thing about Elliot either, so it will not work.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not only that, but women who claim that their husbands are mentally incompetent do not fare very well in society. When I explained this to Elliot, he would not have it that way either. And so, we have fallen upon the idea of fraud.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Fraud?” Isabella was utterly dumbfounded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Which can be a number of things,” Crawford continued. “It could be a case of fraudulent identity.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But neither one of us has claimed an identity which is not our own.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quite so. All that is left is to suggest that your father did not settle upon you in the sum that he had promised to before you were married to Elliot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But there was no settlement from my father. He did not promise any money at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Which is a most unusual set of circumstances, and one which would work in our favour. There is nothing formal by way of agreement between your father and Elliot, another point in our favour. It would be an easy thing for Elliot to claim that your father had promised a sum of money because he can prove that your father has never paid him ever. And in such circumstances, the marriage could be annulled on the case of fraud. The only person who would suffer for it would be your father. And only in terms of his reputation. And you would be well provided for. You would have money and property of your own which you father could not touch. Elliot is most firm upon that point.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Whilst I cannot claim to care very much what becomes of my father and his reputation, there is so much more to this that I can hardly begin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can see that, but why not try to tell me anyway,” Crawford said in such a kindly way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It struck her greatly that he wanted the best for his friend, and that in doing so, what he wanted for Elliot and what Elliot wanted for himself were not always the same thing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not want my marriage annulled, Crawford. And believe me, it has nothing to do with the shame of it, especially since you claim that there would be none for either Elliot or myself to suffer. That is not my concern.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then what is your concern, Isabella?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did not wish to have my heart broken, Crawford. I do not wish to lose Elliot. I might not have chosen to be his wife initially, but I would not choose to be anywhere else now. If only I could find some way to make him see it. But, how can I? Now that he has chosen to dismiss me altogether, what is the point? I cannot tell him how I feel because it is clear now that he does not feel the same way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think it is quite the contrary, Isabella.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I would suggest that the evidence disproves your theory, Sir.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not think so. You see, Elliot cannot forgive himself for keeping you here. He thinks that by not going out into the world himself that he is keeping you from it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know all of this; he has told me this already, and I have told him that it is not the case. I have tried to tell him that I am quite content, and yet he will not hear it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If I am honest, I think that that is only a very small part of it, Isabella.” Crawford looked awkward as if he was about to betray a confidence. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He has not told me so, but I truly think that Elliot thinks that you could never look upon him and love him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But that is not true. I do love him,” Isabella said miserably. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not doubt that you love him, Isabella. But you must ask yourself this; would you still love him if you looked upon him properly? If you looked upon him fully as you did that day in the chapel when you first met, would you still love him?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella had spent the rest of the day in turmoil. She had not been able to answer Crawford’s question in the end, even though she knew in her heart that she loved Elliot more than any person on earth. But she had not looked on him fully, and she knew it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In truth, it had much to do with Elliot and his determination to hide away from her. But she had not pushed the issue for a moment, telling herself that she did not want to force him to reveal things he did not wish to reveal. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She told herself the story that it was all for his own comfort, his own peace of mind, and she had been made content by that story. She had told it to herself so many times that she had come to believe it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The worst of it all was that she knew she no longer had any time. She had assumed, once married, they would be married forever. If it took a year or two years to come to terms with his appearance, then there would be no harm done. And if it took him equally as long to forgive himself for the manner of their matrimony, then all would be well. There had been time; there had always been time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But there was no time now. She knew, of course, that an annulment would take time, but not so long that Elliot could not hide away from her throughout. He was like a ghost to her at times, a phantom who appeared only in the dusk, seen only in the daylight from a distance or by chance. At times, he was not even real. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Oh, but he was real. And her love for him was real, she knew it. In the end, there would be nothing for it but to tell him everything that was in her heart, including all her fears. And she would look upon him as she did so, she must. Kitty had been right in that at least, and so had Esme. Elliot needed to know that she could look upon him and still love him. And not only did Elliot need to know it, but Isabella needed to know it too. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite having so light a breakfast, Isabella had not managed to eat anything else for the rest of the day. She had foregone luncheon, afternoon tea, and finally, dinner. She had wandered from place to place looking for him, determined to find him and stand face to face in the daylight. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had tried his study, the library, even the ballroom. She had searched the entire ground floor of Coldwell Hall to no avail. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, she had made her way upstairs and boldly marched towards the room that she had crept inside only twice before. When she reached his chamber, she knocked harshly before entering in a most abrupt manner. She looked into the room and could see only the doll on the chair and the picture of the lovely young Eleanor looking back at her. Of Elliot Covington, there was no sign. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was only when dusk had fallen that she thought of the tower. But surely, he would not be there in the darkness, would he? He did tell her that he walked the grounds extensively, covering mile upon mile every week. But he did not do that in the dark, she felt sure. Ordinarily, he would be making himself ready for the evening meeting, even at that moment walking down the stairs with his violin ready to enjoy himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When she could find him nowhere, Isabella began to grow desperate. She knew she had to find him; she had to tell him now how she felt. Throwing her shawl around her shoulders and lighting one of the oil lamps, she raced out into the darkness, heading for the tower. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The trees seemed black and foreboding at that time of night; the woodland no longer pretty or welcoming; no birdsong to keep her mind off her fear. She imagined noises everywhere, sighs and groans and the snapping of dry twigs as footsteps followed her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew, of course, that she heard nothing of the sort, and that it was her mind playing tricks upon her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time Isabella reached the tower, her hands were shaking violently. She had worked herself up into a most dreadful state of fear, and it was a fear that only grew as the dark shape of the tower loomed large before her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella squinted, seeing no light coming from within. If Elliot was in, he was alone and in darkness. It did not make any sense, and yet she knew she had to know for sure; she had to look for herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She pulled the door towards her, and it seemed to groan in a way that she had not noticed by daylight. Perhaps her senses were keener in the dark. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot?” she called tentatively into the silence. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When the silence did not return her greeting, she shuffled into the ground floor room, careful not to catch herself on any of the debris left by the fire. The lamp shone an eerie pale light around the room, casting long shadows which made her shudder. There was no sign of him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot?” she called again, but there was silence. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cautiously, she made her way to the spiral stone staircase, her heart thundering as she placed a foot on the first step. There was nothing for it; she would have to go up there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time she reached the next floor, her hand was shaking so badly that the light seemed to bounce off the circular walls. The silence had quality to it, a thickness, and she knew that no living person could possibly be in that room. Holding the lamp as steady she could, she peered hard all around the room. Elliot was not there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Feeling the hair stand up on the back of her neck, Isabella wanted nothing more than to be out of there. It was a dreadful place, not a monument to life, but a useless, ugly, shadow of death. She determined then never to set foot in that awful place again for the rest of her life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella hurried down the stairs so carelessly that she almost lost her footing. However, she made it to the bottom without injury, and it was with great relief that she flew out through the door and into the night, running as she made her way back along the pitch-black pathway with nothing more than her faltering lamplight to guide her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time she reached the house again, Isabella was suffering from a dreadful array of emotions. She was devastated and heartbroken that the man she had come to love would cast her aside so easily. She was exasperated and frustrated by the fact that she could not find him anywhere and so could not put her case at all. And she was angry, so very angry that she had been left to her own devices and had found herself running, afraid and desperate, through the dark woods and into that awful tower. Above all things, she did not think that she would easily forgive Elliot for that much at least. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Grateful not to have encountered anybody on the staircase, Isabella raced to her room and closed the door behind her. It was getting late, too late for her to continue to search for him. Not only that, Isabella felt so shaken and exhausted that she could not continue. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, she got herself ready for bed, climbing beneath the covers and plunging the room into darkness so that Kitty might think her fast asleep when she finally came to assist her mistress. It would not be the first time, and Kitty would see nothing unusual in it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But Isabella could not speak, that much she knew. She would not be able to find the strength to explain it all to Kitty, to tell her everything she had learned that day and what she had done to try to find her husband. For now, she just wanted to sleep. She wanted to close her eyes and let go of it all, and that was that. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Isabella finally woke, she could not tell how long she had been asleep. She knew from the curious silence all around that it was the dead of night. It must surely be well past midnight and, when she tiptoed through the darkness to her door and listened, she could hear nothing at all. There were no footsteps, no servants dashing around making last-minute preparations for the morning. Nothing. Everybody was asleep; she felt sure of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everybody except her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isabella knew that it would not do. She could not stay there any longer, could not lay awake in her bed until the sun came up the following day. She had to do it now; she had to find him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She rose from her covers and wrapped her shawl around her shoulders. She lit her lamp once more, turning it up high so that it was bright. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had to find him; she had to know. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When she had awoken from her slumber, the fear and upset of the tower long gone, Isabella had known that this was as much about herself as it was about Elliot. She knew that Elliot was not the only one with fears, and she knew she must face her own there and then. After all, how could she claim to love him if she could not look upon him? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With her resolve firmer than it had ever been in her life, Isabella left her room and made haste through the corridors to the other side of Coldwell Hall. She paused only for a moment outside her husband’s chamber, knowing that she could not turn back now. The rest of her life and her happiness depended on whatever happened in the next few moments; she knew it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Without knocking, she gently opened the door. She walked quietly into the room and closed the door behind her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as she was in the room, there was light everywhere. Her lamp really was very bright, but she knew she could not turn it down. She must look at him properly, in as bright a light she could find. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What?” Elliot stirred and sounded somewhat panicked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He sat up in bed and shielded his eyes for a moment as he looked across the room and tried to adjust to the sudden brightness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elliot, it is me. It is Isabella.” For a moment, she was rooted to the spot but knew she must go on. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was no way for her to turn back now, and she would get what she came for; there was no other way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Isabella, what are you doing in here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am your wife,” she said suddenly. “Where else ought I to be really? Should I not be by your side?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you quite well?” He blinked at her and, when it was clear that she was going to continue across the room until she reached him, he held up a hand and covered his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am quite well. No, no, you must not do that.” Isabella heard sternness in her voice which reminded her of Esme and gave her courage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I must not do what?” Elliot was still coming to terms with being so suddenly awake. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must not cover your face,” she said and finally placed the oil lamp down on the stand beside his bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Without another word, she perched herself on the edge of his bed and looked at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You ask too much,” he said suddenly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do I?” she said and shook her head. “You see, I do not think I do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not want you to see me, Isabella. The first time you saw me was one thing, but to see you react that way now would be quite another. Too much has passed between us for me to be able to bear it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And too much has passed between us for me to be able to bear you casting me aside.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would not be casting you aside.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would never see you again, Elliot. Do you not understand how that would hurt me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I have found a way in which it would not hurt you; you do not understand,” he said in a hurry. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I understand perfectly. I understand the business with the fraud, and I could not care at all what becomes of my father over it. That is not my point. I am utterly furious with you that you would think that my only concern!” She reached out to grasp his wrists tightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let go, Isabella,” he said firmly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No,” she said with equal determination. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For some minutes, they sat staring at each other whilst Elliot did what he could to cover his face. In the end, he forcefully pushed her hands away and grabbed her wrists instead. At that moment, his face was uncovered entirely, and Isabella found herself staring at him, their noses but an inch apart. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, is this what you wanted?” he said angrily. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is exactly what I wanted,” she replied and smiled, despite the tears rolling down her face. “Because when I finally come to tell my husband how much I love him, I want to at least be able to see his face. I want to be able to look him in the eye, in both beautiful green eyes, and tell him what is in my heart.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you can do it without fainting?” he said incredulously. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As you see me,” she responded, her smile broader still. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Isabella, I have come to love you with all my heart, and I know that I could not bear to love so much when that love could not be returned.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But that love is returned, Elliot. I love you with all my heart also.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And that is what is in your heart? That is what you had come to tell me?”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had come to look upon you and tell you that I love you. I had to know for myself, but you have hidden from me all these months, and it has been impossible to set aside my own ridiculous fears. But now they are gone; they are swept away.” She continued to smile at him, and finally, he released his tight grip on her wrists. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The moment she was released, Isabella reached up by instinct and placed a hand on either side of his face. The difference was clear, one side so smooth and the other so puckered and rough. But both sides were her husband, with not a thing to choose between them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Familiarity was not going to come with the difficulties that she had expected. In the end, Crawford Maguire had been absolutely right. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Isabella continued to explore Elliot’s face with her fingers, he studied her. She looked into his eyes, and she could see as much love in them for her as she held in her heart for him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had never thought that she would be so filled with joy because the monster of her childish stories had not only captured her body but had captured her heart also. How glad she was not to have escaped, not to be living with some distant, kindly old aunt in Ireland. This was where she was always meant to come, that much she knew. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How could her father have known all those months ago what kindness he was doing her in leading her finally to the only man she could ever love? How could he have known that his cynical act of greed and his indifference towards his own daughter could have produced the most miraculous result? Isabella was truly in love, and she was loved in return. She had never thought she would ever feel such intense emotion in all her life, and yet there she was almost overcome with it all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Without a word, Elliot reached out and pulled her towards him. When his lips finally touched hers and his roughened skin touched the smooth skin of her face, she did not recoil. It did not feel strange or unpleasant, rather it felt right. It felt as if it was always to have been that way, and she knew in her heart that it always would. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can hardly believe that you are soon to be married, Esme. I do hope that Rupert understands perfectly that he will see almost as much of me as he sees of his new wife,” Isabella said with gentle forthrightness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have made it a condition of my agreements to marry him,” Esme said and laughed. “And Rupert knows he ought not to attempt to come between us, my dear Isabella. So, you have no need to worry about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot imagine that the poor man would dare attempt it,” Elliot said with a laugh as he reached out to lay his cup and saucer back on the tea tray. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quite so, Your Grace,” Esme said with a bold smile. “More tea?” She raised her eyebrows at him as she looked into his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Isabella watched her friend and her husband in conversation, she reflected upon the fact that Esme had never once blanched at Elliot’s appearance. From the first time he had come out into Esme’s company almost two years before without his curious hood, Esme had treated him as an old friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had never stared and, equally, she had never avoided looking at him either. Esme really was the most marvelous friend, and she had, just as she had always wanted, made Elliot as much a friend of hers as Isabella was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And she had been instrumental in Elliot’s return to the world. Esme’s easy manner and determination had seen many others in their close society follow suit and determinedly admit the Duke of Coldwell into their circle. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With Esme Montague as their example, they had tried to emulate her ways to behave in a most natural manner for as long as it took them to overcome their own consternation. And when it had been overcome, it was clear. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Just as Crawford Maguire had always said, it was a matter of familiarity and nothing more. And Elliot was doing everything he could to make himself a familiar figure in the county. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At first, it had not been easy. Of course, Isabella had always known how hard it would be for him to take those first steps back to life again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But it had not been quite as hard for Elliot as it had been all those years ago when he had been alone. He had a wife by his side, one who loved him and did not shriek or look away. Rather she looked at him, touched him, kissed him. She told him she loved him every day, and he knew in his heart that she was as attracted to him as he had always been to her. And that, he told her, had made everything much easier. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He already had what he wanted more than anything. He already had a wife he loved and who loved him in return. Society could choose to accept him or not, as was their wish. And if they chose not to accept him, it mattered not, for he was already accepted by Isabella. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Over time, the small circle of society had grown, little by little. And Isabella was amazed by the amount of people who, in the end, were far more swayed by the title of Duke than by the scarring. How little it took for shallowness to be tipped from one end of the scale to the other! And how very amusing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Still, even the shallowness made things easier for him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But the thing that had finally pushed him out into the world had been the one thing he had never expected to have. A beautiful daughter. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Isabella had first told him that she was with child, not weeks after they had first been reconciled to a true marriage, a true life together, Elliot had felt excitement the first time in almost twenty years. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Life was coming, a new life, with new hope for the future. It had enabled him to finally let go, not of Eleanor and his mother exactly, but of the guilt he had suffered for so long. Little by little, Isabella had managed to convince him that the guilt stood in the way of the grieving. And the guilt, he soon came to know, was unjustified. It had no place in his world, and neither Eleanor nor his mother could have stood to watch it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, Elliot had chosen to have the tower destroyed. He had kept it as a memorial for so long, and yet it had never served its purpose. It was not a place of remembrance, not a place to celebrate the lives of those he had lost. It was a dark place filled with too many anguished, painful memories. As much as his sister had loved the tower, in the end, it had served as a place of fear and pain, and he knew the time had come to let it go. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Before Isabella’s pregnancy had even begun to show, Elliot had pulled the tower to the ground. He did not want his child to fall in love with the building and to make it their own as his sister had done. He wanted his child to find contentment and fantasy anywhere but there. It had come as a great relief to Isabella when the tower had finally come down, even though there was much sadness attached to the deed itself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But it was a sign for her that her husband, the man she loved so dearly, was finally beginning to live his life free from the shadows which had held him so tightly and for so long. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Isabella had wandered the house and grounds, growing larger by the day, she had been surprised at how his constant company made every day exciting and new. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They walked together and spent time in the little walled gardens. They played music together every day, and Elliot’s attempts to teach Isabella to play the violin had not been without their rewards. Isabella had taken to the instrument with ease and spent many hours in happy practice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Catherine had finally been born, it seemed to Isabella that Elliot’s world was now complete. His happiness at the appearance of his baby daughter touched her more than anything had done in her life before. He loved his little girl instantly, taking her everywhere with him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Catherine began to grow and become more inquisitive and mobile, she often stared at her father with adoring eyes and reached out with chubby hands to grasp his cheeks. It made no difference to the infant that her father had scars. It was clear that Catherine, as a baby, had never even noticed. He was her father, and that was that. He was the man who would love and protect her for her entire life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was about that time that Elliot had surprised Isabella by accepting an invitation to a county ball being held by Lord and Lady Tavistock. It was to be a large and lavish affair, and Isabella had thought it would likely be just a little too large and overcrowded for her husband’s liking. She knew that they needed to take things little by little, without pushing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you quite sure, Elliot?” Isabella had said when Elliot told her that he had accepted the invitation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would be a fool not to go out into the world, would I not? When a man has a beautiful wife and daughter who love him and look upon him without fear or disgust, then he has everything in the world that he needs. Believe me; once a man has that, he can do anything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His happy smile and bold assertion had reduced Isabella to tears of pride and happiness on the spot, and Elliot had teased her greatly for it for days afterward. But he had teased her kindly, knowing how much his wife had wanted him to have the life which seemed to have been stolen from him all those years ago. He knew what it meant to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I should like another cup of tea, Esme.” As Esme poured the tea, Isabella was drawn back into the present moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are Catherine and Kitty still outside?” Isabella said vaguely. “I do hope our child is not wearing Kitty out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not think there is much chance of that, my dear,” Elliot said and laughed as he looked over his shoulder and out of the large French windows onto the terrace beneath. “If anything, I think Kitty would be loath to give up her new responsibilities.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I should say so.” Isabella laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know how that dear woman manages to be your personal maid, Isabella, and nurse your child.” Esme shook her head in admiration. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is determination, Esme. It is determination to be a great part of Catherine’s life, and the child was born just minutes before Kitty had offered herself up as the role of nurse. How on earth could I have refused her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And she is a very good nurse, is she not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She truly can turn her hand to anything. The fact that she loves Catherine dearly helps.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And her duties as lady’s maid?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As you know, I can already look after myself very well indeed.” Isabella laughed. “And the larger part of Kitty’s duties have always been more as counsellor and companion to me than as a lady’s maid. It is very fluid.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I just hope that Kitty will accept help when the second one is born,” Elliot said, and Isabella drew in her breath sharply. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Second one?” Esme said sitting suddenly bolt upright. “Is there something you ought to tell me, Isabella?” Esme’s eyes were already bright and shining; she knew the answer to her own question. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had hoped to tell you myself,” she said casting a mock annoyed glance at her husband who, for his part, looked suitably chagrined. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I really am terribly sorry; it just slipped out.” He shrugged. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It slipped out because you are just so excited, my dear, are you not?” Isabella laughed and reached for his hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am excited, it is true. And this is not the first time that I have forgotten myself, I am afraid.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let me hazard a guess and say that you have already told Crawford.” Isabella was still laughing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It just happened, my dear.” He shrugged again only with more gusto this time. “And then, of course, I had to hurriedly let him know that he and his lovely new wife were not expected to be godparents to our second child also. I told him that he could relax safe in the knowledge that Esme and Rupert would be…” He winced. “Sorry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Esme, forgive me. If I had realized that my husband would turn from hermit to social butterfly in a heartbeat, I would have come here today without him. Truly, I had wanted to ask you for myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My dear, are you asking me to be godmother to your new child?” Esme was already dabbing at the corner of her eye with a handkerchief. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, just that. I should like you and Rupert to be our new child’s godparents when he or she comes into the world. As long as both you and Rupert are agreeable, that is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We shall be married by then, my dear, and Rupert will be agreeable whether he is agreeable or not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dear me, poor old Rupert,” Elliot said and gave Esme a teasing smile. “It is probably best that he does not yet know all that is to come to him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quite so, quite so.” Esme nodded slowly and smiled. “After all, I do not want him to run away to Liverpool and take a boat to Ireland before I have even had a chance to marry him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All three of them laughed at the humorous allusion to Isabella’s daring attempt at escape in the weeks before she had been due to marry Elliot. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am teasing you, of course. Dear old Rupert is a very lucky man, and I should never hear it said otherwise,” Elliot said seriously. “And he is due to have a most interesting and fulfilling married life, of that I am certain.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Between your kindness and the knowledge that I am to be a godmother, I am sure that I shall spend the rest of this day in happy tears. Now then, you really must stop it before I wash myself away.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Esme and Elliot continued to chatter happily, Isabella stared out through the French windows to where Kitty was desperately trying to keep up with the faltering but surprisingly speedy steps of baby Catherine. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled and blinked back a few happy tears of her own. Everything that Isabella had ever wanted in the world was there before her at that moment. She had a loving husband who was kind, amusing, intelligent, and very handsome. She had a beautiful child and another on the way. And to add to it all, Isabella had the promise of her oldest friend at her side for the rest of her life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And with Kitty as the mother figure she had never truly known, Isabella knew that her life was complete. Of course, ups and downs would come as they surely did to everybody, but the foundations of her world were the strongest that she could ever have imagined, and for that she was truly grateful. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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 A Courtship to Remember 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Introduction 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth Ramsbury is only interested in pursuing her independence and her musical talent. Unfortunately, the entrapment of matrimony looms over her head like a bad omen. After her father forces her hand, she sees no other choice but to take the only honourable route and find a suitable match to marry. A fortuitous meeting at a ball leads her to make an elaborate plan with the Baron to convince everyone that they are courting. What happens when their scheme paves the way for true feelings to start blossoming? Will Elizabeth realize that she can find the love and passion music has given her in a different place too?  
 
      
 
    Lord Cavendish, Baron of Bedford has been rejected by his only true love. Dejected and heartbroken, he mourns the loss pitifully. He believes that he can only be whole again when he wins her back. His prayers are answered when a beautiful woman he meets by chance gives him the perfect opportunity to make his lost love crawl back to him. But he soon finds himself unwittingly enchanted by her grace, beauty and pleasant company. What if what he’s looking for is right in front of him? 
 
      
 
    It may have been pure chance when they met for the first time, but is it fate that will bring them together? Sometimes love can be found when you least expect it, even in the best-laid plans! Will they both realise that their goals, as well as their hearts are perfectly aligned? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth's hands glided over the instrument, her fingers feeling each key as though it were a further extension of her body. There wasn't a pianoforte in all of England that was so lovingly caressed as this one, so doted upon by its mistress. Her closed eyes blocked out irrelevant stimuli, allowing her other senses to fully appreciate the beautiful melody that seemed to enter her body and touch her soul in a way that was both magical and familiar. This particular piece was one she had written herself, a melody she had birthed out of the depths of her being.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This is how music should be, she thought to herself. An all-consuming experience that makes all else seem dull and lifeless. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth's life revolved around music – performing on her mother's pianoforte, finding music sheets that promised an explosion of sound when translated, and even the practise of copying sheet music into the many notebooks that she favoured above any silly woman's instruction manual on finding a suitable husband.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia, her younger sister, had a vast collection of books centred upon a woman's appearance, social etiquette, wifely skills such as being a successful hostess, and literature that seemed to force women into a monotony of thought, speech and fashion. If only she would allow herself the opportunity to experience the beauty of music, then she would not concern herself over such superficial activities.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two years separated the sisters, but there could not be a more different pair. Elizabeth could not bear the frivolity of her younger sister's activities, preferring to confine herself to the parlour where her beloved instrument was housed. She began to hum the melody, her mouth opening to effortlessly form the words that matched the rise and fall of her nimble fingers.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “La la laaaa, do do do, la la laaaa, do do do...” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She fell into a hum once more, the sound sending vibrations throughout her body. If only the world could appreciate music, I believe there would be less evil. It caused her great sorrow to hear the plight of the poor, their quality of life, and the powerful few who, although possessing the resources to help them, neither wished or chose to do so. There had even been word of human slaves from deepest Africa being treated like animals by people who should know better but chose to entertain the darkness in their hearts. Perhaps if I could compose a piece of music that is so profound and moving, I could influence those with an ear for music.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth understood the power of music. She knew how it could affect a person's mood and actions. Play a light melody, then you are likely to raise the spirits of your listeners, or play a mournful melody, and the atmosphere of the room would change. I may be an optimist, a dreamer even. But I cannot help but think that music could change the world. Perhaps this is what my God-given purpose is, to influence those in a position to change the world. Or perhaps it is just to bring joy to those who hear me play.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Whatever her purpose may be, Elizabeth did not take her music capabilities for granted. Her skill on the pianoforte had been noticed from an early age by her mother, and it was her mother who had encouraged her to pursue her talent by spending hours at the instrument, diligently practising until the notes simply flowed. Not that Elizabeth had minded, for she had taken to the pianoforte as a baby did to a nursing bottle. She had gone from a daughter raised for marriage to a daughter who shared her mother's love of music.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mama has not spoken of a possible marriage for me, which is just as well as I do not think that I could be married to a man who would stifle my creativity and skill. I shall not become a wife and sacrifice the one thing in this world that brings me pure pleasure.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her father may be of a different opinion altogether. I have the strongest foreboding that he may bring up the subject of marriage soon. I am to be twenty in a few mere months, an age when most women are either accepting the shackles of matrimony or having their first child. I pray that Cecilia does not become betrothed to Percival too soon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth immediately felt ashamed for her thoughts. Her sister was indeed in love with her young beau, betrothment would be a natural progression of their courtship. Could she really wish for a delay to suit her own purposes? She sighed. No, far be it for her to withhold her sister's happiness with a heartfelt prayer to the heavens.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I may be obsessing over an event that may not take place in the near future.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth noted that her mood had certainly dipped. As the piece of music came to an end, she went into a more jovial piece, one she had learnt from the copied music sheets of her dear friend Emma Thompson. Poor Emma was hopeless with the pianoforte, but proficient with the harp. The crux of the matter was that her father insisted that she dedicate her time to the pianoforte, which was fast becoming a firm favourite in the homes of the gentry. His sudden need for his daughter to play the instrument was likely due to the Dowager Viscountess de Bourgh recently stating that a young woman who was accomplished at playing the pianoforte would make a suitable bride for her nephew, the Duke of Carlisle. It was a statement Elizabeth had found rather silly, as there was much more to being a wife than playing a pianoforte. It was also contradictory as the wife would no longer be able to spend her time playing the instrument. While music was looked upon as a skill for a young woman looking to enter the marriage market, once married, it was considered socially unacceptable. Any musical skills would need to be replaced with wifely skills, which seemed like a complete waste of talent to Elizabeth.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Better not to marry and be independent than forsake my music!  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A sudden movement to her right attracted her attention, but her hands continued to play, so accustomed were they to each key placement. Her mother entered the room and took a seat next to her. Despite her lack of time to play herself, her mother had always enjoyed sitting beside her eldest daughter when she could. She kept her eyes closed, as she allowed the music to wash over her. A little peek to the side told Elizabeth that her mother's eyes were indeed closed, a smile playing about her lips, her fingers moving upon her lap as if playing along. The music ended, earning applause from her mother.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Simply beautiful, Elizabeth. I could not fault it at any point.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mama. I have learned from the best possible teacher in the whole of England, perhaps even the world.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh hush,” her mother protested, softly nudging her with her shoulder. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite the protest, Elizabeth could see that her mother was secretly pleased. She took her mother's hands, bringing them to rest on the keys. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It is true, Mama. These hands have moulded and shaped my skills better than any music teacher could have. I am thankful to have had a mother whose love for music gave me the opportunity to express my thoughts and emotions in such a magical manner."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother's hands lightly caressed the keys before she folded them in her lap with a sigh. There was a longing in her eyes as she stared at the instrument, perhaps remembering her days when every waking hour was spent honing her skills, a joyous time for her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My time has passed, but you can continue the dream for the both of us. You play beautifully, Elizabeth. Hearing you brings me much joy, more than you can ever imagine. What was it that you were playing before I came in? I recognised this playful tune, but the other I did not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, that is something I created myself. It is the first time I have played it in its entirety, but I am pleased with it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother's eyes widened slightly. “You composed it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mama. It has been my dream to compose my own music according to what bubbles out of me. It is different to what I am used to. But it is my own.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is wonderful, Elizabeth. I had no notion you had this gift within you. Yes, you play beautifully, but to compose is another thing altogether. It takes true commitment and passion for that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth beamed with happiness. To hear her mother confirm her abilities are a gift was wonderful indeed. Her mother had been a gifted pianist. Not just accomplished but gifted. To walk in her footsteps was a privilege. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am glad that you think so, as I have worked increasingly hard to perfect my skills. While I do not consider myself a great composer, I still have a dream to be considered the world's greatest composer to have ever lived.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother jumped up and paced the room. Whenever her mother got like this, Elizabeth knew that ideas were forming in her mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How fortuitous. I could have never dreamed that my own daughter would carry the same dreams that I had.” She stopped and looked at Elizabeth. “Yes, I was filled with joy when you took to the pianoforte with ease and eagerness, but I could never have thought that you would aspire to be a composer. Could it be that my own daughter will become what I could not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She said this sentence more to herself, but it intrigued Elizabeth. While she had always known that her mother had been a gifted pianist, she had never revealed the dreams of her youth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama, did you wish to be a composer?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother smiled sadly. “Yes. It was a dream that shone brightly within me, pushing me to new heights of excellence. Of my generation, I was likely the most skilled pianoforte player in the land, and I relished that fact. I surpassed the women of my class and, if I were to be honest, the men as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth gave a little laugh and returned to her seat, caressing the keys once more. Why had her mother never informed her of this before? She had a close relationship with her mother, a relationship founded on their mutual love of music. She laid a hand on her mother's hand, stilling her. “You have never spoken of this before, Mama.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother covered Elizabeth's hand with her other hand, looking at her with eyes that seemed to be filled with old disappointment. “There was no use in speaking of it as it did not come to pass.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth frowned. “But why? You were gifted, Mama. I have heard many other people remark on your abilities, those who once had the opportunity to hear you play. Surely it would have been natural for you to fulfil your dreams?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her father did not seem like a man who would stifle his wife's aspirations. She felt her mother's hands slip from her, watching them come to rest by her sides. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "When I turned nineteen, I found that dreams were not attainable, at least not my own. I had a duty to marry the man of my father's choosing and thus forsake my love for music. It is an unfortunate thing for a woman's life to be led by those who do not possess a musical skill, or at least the love of music.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth felt foolish for asking such a question. Was it not obvious? Even I know that marriage kills any dream quicker than the guillotine.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama, I am dreadfully sorry for bringing this to your remembrance. It was not my intention to evoke such sadness within you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She wrapped her arms around her mother and laid her head on her shoulder, hoping to bring comfort.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother's head came to lie upon hers, her hand patting the arms wrapped around her. "Do not fret, dear. It is all in the past. My dreams may have died, but there is still a chance for you, if you are willing to forsake matrimony for your dream."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I do not wish to marry, Mama. I wish to be an independent woman. I have heard of it before, women taking up a house for themselves. Papa will surely give me an inheritance to do so?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother's head lifted, and she turned to face her, taking Elizabeth's hands in hers. “Even if he does not, I shall help you. I shall sell my jewels if I must, but I shall help you to achieve your dreams.” She pulled Elizabeth to her and hugged her, kissing her head. “You do not know how happy I am to have you as my daughter. My own daughter, blood of my blood, will become one of the greatest composers of her time!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother released her, eyes shining with joyful determination. Could it be done? Doubt had crept into Elizabeth’s mind as her mother had spoken of her failed dreams. If a woman as gifted as her mother had been kept from her dream, where was the guarantee that she would achieve her own? However, she did not wish to darken the light she saw in her mother, so she merely smiled.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would like nothing better than to have you by my side.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lovely. Come, let us sit elsewhere – these chairs are not comfortable for long conversations.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They moved to the chairs that her mother had recently purchased. They were mahogany with legs of brass that resembled a lion's feet, finished with cushioned seats that were maroon in colour. Elizabeth liked them well enough, but she preferred her furniture without any animal features. Perhaps an ornament, but certainly not her furniture.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If I could independently establish my own home, I would keep it simple and elegant. A touch of the east here and there would be welcome.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was not the first time she had thought of having her own house, preferably in London where most social events took place, but that remained to be seen.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps I shall be invited to play in the most prestigious homes of the country, even the Prince Regent himself. She thought twice about that, shaking her head slightly. No, I would not wish to play for him for I do not particularly like him. He seems far more concerned with filling his belly with delicacies and spending the nation's wealth on frivolous parties than taking care of those who are in poverty. At least, that is what she had once overheard about him from a dinner party guest some weeks ago. The man had been talking to her father, who did not seem to hold the same opinion. But then, her father was most loyal to the crown. Her thoughts turned to her sister. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Has Cecilia returned from her outing yet? It seems she has been gone for quite some time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Young love knows no time,” her mother said simply. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She frowned. “Did Cecilia not say she was going to Mary Abbott's home?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, but she will not be the only guest there. Mrs Abbott has organised a picnic with some of the most eligible men of our area – she said so herself when I met her in town yesterday. Of course, there will be other young women there, but I guarantee that Percival Hawkins will be there as well."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Her sister was far too preoccupied with her young love for Percival. She only hoped that he felt the same way as well. Elizabeth had met him on a few occasions, but not for any extended period. She had nothing to talk about to him as he was concerned with matters that she found rather dull. Cecilia believed that the sun rose and set upon his head, nothing that he did could be seen as wrong. A most peculiar thing, thought Elizabeth. We are indeed as different as chalk and cheese. I would rather we had been cheese and wine, then our different personalities would at least complement each other. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I expect that we will see her after dinner,” Elizabeth finally said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I believe so. At least he is also of landed gentry. Anything less than that would gain an immediate objection from your father.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth was aware of that. Her father was a man with set views that adhered to the division of England's social classes. There were no grey areas in his manner of thinking, which made him a simple man. She certainly loved her father, but his lack of creativity made for stilted conversations. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Hawkins family will be leaving for London soon, I am sure. The season will be due to start in just a few weeks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes," her mother agreed. "Julia has come of age to enter into her first season. She is a lovely girl although rather dim-witted. However, that may just be the very thing that secures her a marriage."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This information startled Elizabeth. She had not attended a season in the past three years, more so as there were ample suitors who lived close to their estate. Her mother hosted a dinner party at least once a month, which is where Cecilia had met Percival and instantly fell head over heels for him. He had not been the first young man, but he certainly seemed to be the one who could control Cecilia's flighty ways. The only highlight of those dinner parties for Elizabeth was the opportunity to showcase her skills at the pianoforte in front of an audience. She always received an encore, for which she would play something that the young people and married couples could dance to. This ensured that she would not be asked to dance. Why would being dim-witted secure a marriage for Julia?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Surely she would repel suitors?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother laughed. “Oh, dear! Do you not know your own countrymen? They are afraid of intelligent women. Men are looking for women who will be obedient, demure, submissive and pretty. Heaven forbid they should marry an intelligent woman.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you are intelligent, Mama, and yet Papa married you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother's laughter died. "Well, I did not know your father, and neither did he know me well enough. Our parents arranged our marriage for us. Of course, he had seen me once before, but I had been too preoccupied with my music to notice. Being married had been the last thing on my mind."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How horrid! An arranged marriage? Elizabeth could not imagine a worse fate. It was no wonder that her parents did not show any affection towards each other. Ghastly, really. I pray that I do not fall victim to such a fate. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Was there a courtship at least?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If a week could be called a courtship.” Her mother shrugged her shoulders. “I quickly understood that I had a duty to my parents and to the husband that I would marry. The day before I married, I was given advice by my soon to be mother-in-law.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Grandmother Ramsbury?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded. “I was advised to put away childish fantasies and embrace my new life as a respectful wife. It was not easy, but I was never one to back away from responsibility. I have two beautiful daughters and a wonderful home as a reward for my sacrifice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth had never heard her mother speak so openly about this topic. It was almost as though she was offloading what had been on her chest for years. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, Mama. No one should have to give up on their dreams. If men are allowed to pursue careers, then so should women.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother shook her head. “You have your head in the clouds, dear. That may be my mistake, as I have not truly taught you the way of the world. Your whole life has been your music, as it was mine. But one decision can take that all away. That is why I wish to help you before an inescapable decision is made.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth could have sworn that she heard rattling chains about the room. Inescapable decision? Did her mother know something that she was not telling her? Perhaps it is best to change the subject before I hear something that will provide me with sleepless nights. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Cecilia, I expect, will embrace marriage with open arms.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is quite different from us, is she not?” asked her mother. “I saw from early on in her life that she held specific interests. I did try to introduce her to the pianoforte, harpsichord, and the harp, but she did not take to any of them. She preferred my beauty creams and evening dresses to music.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth laughed, remembering how her sister, at the age of five, had taken their mother's simple wedding dress from the armoire and worn it about the estate. No one had taken any notice until her mother spied her through the parlour window. Amazingly enough, her mother had not been overly concerned about the sullied dress, even giving her daughter the dress and having it tailored to fit her. Much of the dress material had been cut out, with the scraps turned into doll's clothes by their housekeeper, who was an accomplished seamstress. Most women cherished the dress that they wore on their wedding day, but her mother apparently had not. Elizabeth now knew the reason why.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She certainly did take to fashion at an early age. She is a wonderful dancer, far better than I am. To compare us would be to compare a lamp to the sun, or perhaps a great African hippopotamus to a gazelle.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth had once seen pictures in a book of a hippopotamus lurking beneath the waters of an African river. It had looked decidedly tame in comparison to crocodiles and lions. But the text below the picture had stated that they were known to overturn boats and chomp on people who they believed were threatening.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, she did take lessons, which you refused. Your father was none too pleased, but I reminded him of your stellar abilities on the pianoforte, which seemed to appease him. You sing beautifully as well," she added as an afterthought.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My skill keeps me firmly off the dance floor, which suits me just fine. Cecilia's skill keeps her on the dance floor, which suits her just fine. I believe that we are both doing what we were meant to do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose that is one way of looking at it. Or we could say that Cecilia is looking for marriage while you are not. If I were any other type of mother, I would be crying from the shame of it.” She took on a mock look of horror. “My eldest daughter does not wish to marry? Oh, I shall not live another day!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She closed her act with a hand to her brow and a theatrical fainting spell. Elizabeth laughed, clapping her hands. Her mother truly was a different sort of woman, certainly not as strict or stubborn as most mothers.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do a wonderful impression of Mrs Walters, Mama. She does love to faint.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother rolled her eyes and sat up straight. “That woman simply needs to grow a backbone and stop being so melodramatic. The next time she faints I shall not use smelling salts, but a jug of water.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth clapped her hands over her mouth, her giggles escaping nevertheless. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Mama!" she playfully scolded. "That would be rather cruel of you!"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ha! As cruel as having to catch a large woman several times a day? She does smell rather ripe – a regular wash would do her well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She does have a sweating problem, poor woman.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother raised an eyebrow. “Poor woman? If she would refrain from wearing dresses that push her ample bosom to the air all the while constricting her air passages, perhaps then I might feel some sympathy for her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mrs Walters’ heaving bosom was legendary. Modesty did not seem to apply to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Each to their own,” she commented. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Perhaps a husband would convince her to cover up," her mother suggested.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Another husband? But she has had four already!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, and they are all dead. A fifth one should hardly matter much. Perhaps he will stir a feeling in her heart that would change her for the better.” She looked at Elizabeth, a teasing gleam to her eyes. “I am sure that a man could never stir in our hearts the depth of feeling that music can.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I second that notion. If – heaven forbid – I should ever marry, he will need to have a love of music that matches my own as well as allow me to pursue my dreams.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Elizabeth, that sort of man simply does not exist.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is just as well that I do not plan on marrying.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Both their attention turned to the door as her father stepped inside. He did not come in any further but stood just before the door. Her mother immediately got up and went to him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miles, is there something that I can get you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Edith. I should like a moment with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course. Shall we go to your study?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her father nodded, looking at Elizabeth. “Are you still at the pianoforte, Elizabeth?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled. “As always, Papa. Perfection does not happen on its own.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mmm,” he replied and left the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth watched with sadness as her mother followed quickly behind him, ever the docile and respectful wife. Elizabeth noticed how her parents never smiled when they were together. To other people yes, but never to each other.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is why I should never be married. Who would wish to live their life with another person whom they do not love? It seems like a fate worse than death.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She returned to the pianoforte with a sad melody in her heart. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edith followed her husband to his study, wondering at his brisk walk. He only walks like this when he has much on his mind, she thought. What has happened now? He entered the study, holding the door open for her. He may not have any true affection for her, but he was polite to a fault. Not once had he ever raised his voice to her, nor his hand for that matter.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miles was a mild-tempered man, one who always did what was right. It was something that she respected, although she did wish to shake him until his teeth rattled at times. A shout here and there would have been welcome in an otherwise dead marriage. Edith had thought of leaving him on several occasions but had chickened out. No one would accept a divorced woman, and while Miles would be looked upon with sympathy, she would be ostracised by society and her own family.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Father made it clear the day that I married that I should stand by my husband's side no matter what may come to pass. She had never understood what he had meant until she had suspected her husband of cheating. It had been a heavy blow to her, as she had been with child at the time. In a fit of hysterics, she had lashed out at him, accusing him of adultery. Miles had taken one look at her, his eyebrows raised in amusement. Edith would never forget what he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Edith, control yourself. Should I take a harlot to my bed when I have one already?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He spoke of her brief love affair with a viscount during the early years of their marriage. She had never betrayed him physically, but emotionally she had. Charles had been a source of comfort to her, a man who was content to simply hold her hand or kiss her forehead. Guilt had made her reveal the nature of their relationship to Miles, confessing that she had acted inappropriately with a man who was not her husband. Miles had not raised his voice, not even then. He had merely asked if the affair was over, to which she had replied yes. She had already informed Charles that she could never be with him, and he had left England. Edith had often thought of him, wondering where he was. Within the depths of her soul she knew she had loved him like she had never loved her own husband.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miles pulled her chair out, waiting for her to take her seat before going to his.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is there something on your mind, Miles? You seem troubled.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A man with daughters will always be troubled.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There it was once again. Her failure to have produced a son, an heir. When she was with child for the second time, Edith had been convinced that the baby would be a boy. Perhaps she had just convinced herself as her second pregnancy had been so different to the first. When Cecilia was born, Miles had not looked at her for weeks. At her wit's end, she had forced baby Cecilia into his arms and stalked off. When she returned, a different Miles had awaited her. It was amazing what such a small thing as a baby holding onto an adult's thumb could do. Miles had softened towards his daughter, but not towards her. Edith had simply accepted it, glad that he had taken to his child. At his comment she looked down, knowing not to reply. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Edith, I find myself in a situation that must be concluded today."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what would that situation be?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Marriage for both our daughters.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia arrived well after dinner, personally escorted by Percival's spinster aunt, Miss Simms. Mrs Potts, their housekeeper, ushered them into the drawing room, much to everyone's surprise. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Simms, how lovely to see you!” her mother exclaimed. “I was not aware that you attended the picnic today.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh n-no,” the woman stuttered. “I was not in attendance, Mrs Ramsbury. Picnics are f-far too frivolous for a woman of faith s-such as myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Poor woman. She had been dealt a heavy blow at birth with both her appearance and a speech impediment. The woman was plain-looking, certainly not ugly, but nothing about her physical features were particularly remarkable. And if that was not enough, she spoke with a stutter that many men found off-putting. It was indeed a shame as she was a lovely woman, perhaps a tad too virtuous for the social circles that she found herself in. It was no wonder that she preferred to stay at her brother-in-law's house, rather than to accompany them to social events. Elizabeth watched the woman wring her hands, clearly uncomfortable to be the centre of attention.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She watched as her father's forehead creased. He was a mild man, one who rarely showed emotion. However, Elizabeth could sense the beginning of a potential scolding. It will not be a true scolding, for Papa does not like to raise his voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How did you come to bring my daughter home?” he asked carefully. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth watched as a blush suffused her sister's already rosy cheeks. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Papa, I was with Percy's family.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is highly irregular, Cecilia!” he said. “Why were we not informed of this before?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, p-please do not scold her so,” Miss Simms spoke. “My s-sister does so love to have Miss Cecilia with us and invited her. I b-bring her apologies for n-not having s-sent word earlier.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth saw that her father could not stand the stuttering speech of the poor woman. Her mother must have as well, because she quickly stood and went to the woman. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Miss Simms, for bringing our daughter safely home. I am sure that my husband accepts your sincere apology. Come, let me escort you to your carriage.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother took Miss Simms by the arm, propelling the woman forward. When they were out of earshot, her father turned to Cecilia, impaling her with a stern gaze. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What is the meaning of this, young lady? Do you think it acceptable to frolic about the town without a word to me or your mother?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Papa, I am sorry, but I could not deny Mrs Hawkins. She was most insistent. However, I assure you that I was in good hands.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He twirled his moustache, something that Elizabeth recognised as a physical indication of his agitation. Elizabeth could tell that Cecilia also recognised the signs for, as if on command, her tears began falling down her cheeks. Her sister ran to her father, kneeling at his feet. I knew that the water works would start soon, thought Elizabeth. She watched as her sister began to beg their father for forgiveness, her voice seemingly full of regret. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Papa, I implore you – please forgive my foolishness! I did not mean to disrespect you and Mama. You know that I hold the both of you in the highest esteem. I simply thought that I should represent our family to the Hawkins by being kind and obliging. I assure you that that was all it was. Please forgive me, Papa."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Had it been acceptable, Elizabeth would have stood up and applauded her sister for her stellar acting abilities. She knew full well that Cecilia was not in the least apologetic for her changed plans. Instead, she was sorry for the scolding she was currently receiving. One word from her father could spell the end of her regular outings. Cecilia took her act a step further and took her father's hand, placing it upon her head in submission. Oh, that was a wise move, thought Elizabeth. Cecilia does know how to manipulate people. She loved her sister, but she did not approve of her antics. Her father's hand remained stiff upon her sister's head for but a second before it relaxed. And there it was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall allow this to pass, Cecilia. But do not let it happen again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia leapt up from her position and planted a kiss on her father's forehead. “Oh, thank you, Papa. You are indeed the kindest father. May I retire to my room now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her father waved his hand. “Yes, yes, go on.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia skipped out of the room, her face once more a picture of youthful gaiety. Elizabeth immediately returned to her novel, one of young love and hardships.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elizabeth,” her father said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She quickly looked up. “Yes, Papa?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would like you to speak to your sister concerning her behaviour. You know that I am not one for tears, and as her older sister, she will listen to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Where would her father get that notion from? Cecilia was a law unto herself. No one could control her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What should I say?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I hardly feel the need to explain it to you. You are an intelligent girl, you understand what duty and propriety mean. Ensure that your sister does not repeat this," he waved his hands in the air, "act of disobedience again."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That was the last thing that Elizabeth wished to do. Cecilia was a highly emotional individual who would lose herself in hysterics at any opposition. The only person that she behaved herself with was her father. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Papa, I hardly think that I can do such a thing. Perhaps Mama will be able to show her the dangers of crooked behaviour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shook his head firmly. “No, your mother is occupied with other duties. You will need to step in and be the older sister.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth sighed, taking care not to make it too obvious. “Very well. Shall I go now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is late, best you retire to your room. Leave the book behind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That surprised her. “Papa?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He pointed. “The book. You must leave it behind. No man wishes to have a wife more concerned with books than him. Best you learn that now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was stunned. “But I have always read in bed, Papa.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you are no longer a child. Must I repeat myself again or will you listen?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a note of warning in his voice that had her putting the book down. She did not bother to look at him as she left the room. Why is Papa being so difficult about this? When did he become so concerned with my reading habits? She did not like this change, not one bit.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth climbed the stairs to their bedroom, not looking forward to the conversation to be had with her sister. It had been their father's wish that Elizabeth share a bedroom with her sister during the time of Cecilia’s nightly terrors many years back. As time went on, it became an unspoken settlement that Elizabeth should remain with her sister. All attempts to advocate for her own room had fallen upon deaf ears. More so her father's than her mother's. And now to be forced to speak with her when it is well-known that Cecilia accepts no advice contrary to her beliefs? She shook her head. “I should enjoy living on my own and being independent,” she muttered out loud. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She opened the door to find her sister already in her nightgown, sitting upright in her bed, seemingly waiting for Elizabeth's arrival. Her facial expression belied one who was mournful of her actions. She could see that her sister's body was humming with excitement, a stark contrast to the mask she wore. Oh, Cecilia. If only you would start to understand that life does not revolve around you. Elizabeth wanted the best for her sister, but she was worried that her nature would expire any good fortune to fall upon her. Patience and tolerability could only last for so long before something had to give. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is Papa quite upset with me?” Cecilia asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth longed to say yes, but no good would come of it. Her sister would likely fall into a fit of passionate tears, ranting about the unfairness of it all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, just disappointed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Cecilia said smiling. “Disappointment is preferable to anger. I am sure that he will lay his feelings aside once Percy speaks with him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth paused her progress to her bed. “Percival? Why should he speak with Papa?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Prepare yourself for bed, and then I shall tell you. I have so much to tell you, Elizabeth! I am nearly bursting with excitement. Today has been a most productive day indeed."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Believing herself to be subjected to the latest gossip, Elizabeth bathed her face before moving behind the screen and changing, all the while thinking about her father's odd request, or rather command, for her to leave her book in the drawing room. Perhaps if I were given to hysterics like Cecilia, I might be able to get my way. But I could never do such a thing.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, do hurry up, Elizabeth. Must you prolong your routine? You do it every day, surely this means that you are used to it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Each to their own, Cecilia. You take some time in the morning. I take my time in the evening.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister laughed. “You cannot compare the two. Who are you preparing yourself for at this time of the night? The man of your dreams?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was not aware that by taking my time I would be doing it for someone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She heard her sister flop onto the bed, sighing loudly. “Oh, you are hopeless.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth chuckled. “And I still love you, despite how you mock me, little sister.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was indeed still her sister. Elizabeth could become frustrated and angry at times, but this was the sister who used to run to her when she hurt herself or hug her at the oddest moments just to show affection. It was only in the last few years that she had changed so much that they no longer had anything in common except for the room they shared. She came out from behind the screen and climbed into bed, preparing herself for the onslaught of gossip she was about to hear, wondering if she should tell her what Papa has said before she started. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ceci, Papa wished that I would talk to you about your behaviour and actions today.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister rolled her eyes. “I believe that this has been sorted, Elizabeth. I do not wish to discuss it again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But Elizabeth was firm. “What you did was wrong. But due to your tears, Papa could not scold you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who has said this to you? Surely not Papa?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, it was Papa. There is an image that must be upheld. Whatever we do will reflect on the Ramsbury name, and you know that this is important to Papa. Please do not repeat your actions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, leave that be now, Elizabeth. As I said, Papa will soon forget his disappointment once Percy speaks to him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Speaks to him about what, pray tell me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia adjusted herself on the bed, getting to her knees and sitting back on her haunches. Her excitement was palpable. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I expect that Percy shall ask for my hand in marriage in days to come. Is that not wonderful?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth tried to smile but she couldn't. This cannot bode well for me. I am nowhere near to accomplishing what I wish. If Ceci should marry, pressure may be placed upon me to do the same.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia saw the look on her face and placed her hands on her hips. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you not happy for me? Should you not congratulate me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How certain are you of this proposal?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "As sure as my name is Cecilia Ramsbury. He told me that he wished to take our courtship to another plane of intimacy. What can that mean but be betrothed?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Another plane of intimacy? Is that what the young men were calling it? “I am not familiar with the jargon used by the young people of our time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, you truly know nothing, Elizabeth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall take that as a compliment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia flopped onto her belly and regarded her sister with a narrowed gaze. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Elizabeth asked. “Why do you look at me like that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not imagine that you are a happy person.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What has made you come to that conclusion?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You cannot be happy to sit at home for much of your day, if not more, and be happy. It is my hope that you would find a man who will make you as happy as Percy makes me feel."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth snorted. "Marriage? An invisible chain that we women wound ourselves with every vow that we speak. I am not one for marriage, Ceci. In fact, there is not a hope within me directed toward matrimony.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia's nose wrinkled. “And why ever not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I expect that it would bore me to an early grave. Being happy is an important aspect of my life. Marriage would rip that away from me, not to mention it would inhibit my talents on the pianoforte. I have much that I wish to achieve – getting married is certainly not one of them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister shook her head. “You are far too cynical for your age, Elizabeth. Who is to say that your husband will not allow you to pursue your passions?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth thought of her mother, of what she had said. Getting married would surely dampen her musical passion. “Have you ever seen Mama play the pianoforte?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia thought about that as she twisted the bed quilt around her hand. “Perhaps once or twice. She seems far busier doing other duties. Why do you ask?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you know that Mama was a gifted musician? Her passion for music was as mine, if not greater.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It could not have been that great if she chooses not to play now. There is ample time in the evenings to practice her hobby.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A hobby?” said Elizabeth incredulously. “You believe that it was a hobby?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What else could it have been? She is hardly bothered with it now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is my point. Mama gave up her passion to be a wife and a mother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia looked taken aback. “You are too concerned about this, Elizabeth. If Mama did so then so be it. She understood that wifely duties are far more important than a silly talent.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Silly? Do not speak of what you clearly do not understand, Cecilia. You wish to be a married woman, so be it. I, however, have dreams that do not concern finding a husband, bearing his children, and running a household. I wish to do something with my life that is meaningful."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I believe that I see it now. You wish for fame and glory. You wish for people to take notice of your talent and praise you for it. The compliments that you have thus far received have gone to your head, dear sister.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia could not have been any further from the truth. Why must it be wrong to pursue a passion other than matrimony? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are wrong, Cecilia. I do not desire fame and glory, but a life of my own choosing, doing what I love. I do not wish to be controlled by others. I am an individual, I refuse to lose myself in the roles of mother and wife.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth delivered this speech with great passion, her chest slightly heaving. She was surer than ever before that her fate would not be one of marriage. Suddenly exhausted, she lay down, her long auburn hair fanning her pillow.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was not a minute later when Cecilia spoke again, her voice light but sure of what she was saying. “You are just not ready for love yet, Elizabeth. But do not fret, it will happen soon enough.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I already have a great love, Ceci.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Playing the pianoforte? Music? Playing that instrument and studying music all day must be tedious, I am sure that you will tire of it one day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth said nothing in reply. She was tired of explaining to her sister that she loved music and did not desire to get married. My words go into one ear and come out the other without taking root. It is pointless to speak to her of my dreams. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, now that we have all of that out of the way, let me tell you of the latest news. I am sure that you are going to most interested in it!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I doubt it,” Elizabeth muttered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia paid her no attention as she launched into the latest gossip of the town. “Our own dashing baron suffered a great rejection some days ago, perhaps even weeks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then we should not speak of it. I am sure that you would not like people to discuss something that you found humiliating.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Elizabeth, do stop acting as if you are a shrivelled prune!”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth burst out laughing. She had never been called that before.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what has tickled you so?” her sister demanded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth wiped the tears from her eyes, trying to compose herself. “Oh, dear me, you can be rather colourful at times, Ceci.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister regarded her with amusement. “Only you would laugh at yourself when being called a name. It makes me wonder if you are not indeed a different creature altogether.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would you know, I think the same thing at times. I certainly do not fit the mould.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia uttered a noise of frustration. “Oh, do let me continue, please.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sighed. “Very well, go on.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well," Cecilia started, once more excited. "The story goes like this: he proposed to his sweetheart, and she rejected him. Can you imagine the shame? What was her name again?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Diana Lambert.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes! That was her name. How did you know?” Cecilia asked accusingly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ceci, I did not get to the age of twenty not knowing the names of those who throw themselves into the public's eye. Besides, I believe that I once played in their audience just last year. They attended the spring celebrations.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I do believe that you are right. She is the daughter of the viscount who opened the celebration with a long-winded speech."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mmm.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I cannot imagine how the baron must feel about this. I hear that he has not left his room in some time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No one enjoys rejection. I imagine he needs time to come to terms with it. They were together for some time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia stared at her sister, her eyes narrowing. “Why do you know so much about them?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth was not about to tell Cecilia the truth, that would be self-sabotage. Three years ago, when she saw the baron for the very first time, she had thought him terribly handsome. He had caught her attention for reasons she could not decipher. He had looked at her, a lopsided smile playing about his lips, only to have his attention snapped away by a beautiful woman with golden hair. She had soon learned that they were an item – Anthony Cavendish, Baron of Bedford, and Diana Lambert, daughter of the Viscount of Somersby. Elizabeth had felt an odd twinge seeing them, not understanding why she should be sad. She did not know him, but he had arrested her attention for a moment in time. She blinked her eyes, forcefully setting aside that confusing moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I have heard of them here and there. Mama hosts many dinner parties. It is not hard to pick up information about people as well-known as they.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I suppose so, although I am surprised that you hear anything at all. You always appear to be joined to the pianoforte in a way that seems unnatural."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth shrugged her shoulders. “It is more rewarding to play than to partake in activities that do not interest me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are a peculiar being, Elizabeth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But not as peculiar as the hat that Margaret Moore was wearing today. Where could she have bought such a horrendous creation? And she seemed quite proud of it. Well, it did well to hide most of her face and those unfortunate freckles.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth allowed Cecilia to speak, not commenting besides the odd sound that convinced her sister that she was attentively listening to her. Soon enough, Cecilia fell asleep, her last words a slurred mention of the dress that she intended to buy for her upcoming proposal.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodnight, Ceci.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “G'night,” she mumbled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When an hour had passed, it soon became apparent that Elizabeth could not sleep. Her mind was filled with thoughts and worries that kept her annoyingly alert. It is not that I am opposed to love, but I am opposed to the false love that I see around me. Conditional love that wounds rather than strengthens and heals. The love described in books and fairytales is the type of love that I desire for myself. Perhaps it is wishful thinking, but it is how I feel. Why must I settle and be unhappy?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her books had told of enduring love, passionate love, a type that gave and did not take away. It sacrificed but did not cause pain.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Is that such an impossible love? Is it so wrong to wish for a man who will make me stronger and allow me to be who I am? I would support him as well, I would love him and take care of him without forsaking myself.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Feeling restless, she rose from her bed and went to the window, peering into the darkness. A movement caught her eye: two people coming out of the shadows. Intrigued, she slowly opened her window and leaned outside. Although she could not see their faces, their forms were clearly male and female. They walked hand-in-hand, every now and then the male figure leaning down, bringing his head close to the slender female figure.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sweethearts,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It seemed that love was in the air, not just for her sister, but for the servants below her as well. She was sure that they were servants as the family did not have any visitors. The two figures turned to look at each other before the male figure bent down and kissed the woman.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh my.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth coloured, stepping away from the window, feeling like an intruder, although they surely could not see her. Unable to look away for long, she peeked once more, disappointed to see that they had gone.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just as well, I should not have been looking in on such an intimate moment,” she admonished herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She closed the window and returned to her bed, lying on top of the covers.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I shall not lie and say that I am not at all envious of young love, or any love for that matter. What concerns me is that there are no men who I can see tying myself to. I refuse to settle for the sake of matrimony. The stories she read were misleading, but she couldn't bring herself to stop reading them. The men in the stories were strong men who desired women who think, who had thoughts of their own. They did not seek to take away the woman's identity and replace it with their own beliefs of how a woman should be. The men that she knew are all alike, even Cecilia's darling Percy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Even though it seemed that she did not pay attention to the people around her during her mother's many dinner parties, she secretly did. She observed the relationships between married couples, those newlywed as well as those who had been married for some time. She watched the interaction between unwed women and men, silently taking notes. Elizabeth had come to the conclusion that all men were fundamentally alike. She used her father as a measure for the behaviours of other men, which only served to prove her belief and opinions. All men were dull, lacking in feeling, and terribly traditional. They all wanted the same things but wrapped up in different packages called women.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the same thing over and over again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How did no one else see it? Or did they simply not choose to see it? If I was to marry any of the men I have so far seen, I shall inevitably end up like my mother – unhappy. Of course, life wasn't just about happiness, but it did make life worth living.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth imagined that love would be the most important thing in a relationship. That and respect. She had seen respect in the relationships around her, but it had been one-sided. The men commanded respect from their wives, all the while belittling them. Except for her Uncle Noah and Aunt Deborah. Elizabeth had never seen a couple more in love. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aunt Deborah was her father's sister, and different from him in everything but the colour of their hair and eyes. Her aunt was older by three years but seemed far younger than her austere brother. It was amazing what a light attitude could do for one's physical features. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Elizabeth was a young girl and would see the playful attitude between her aunt and uncle, she wondered why her parents could not behave in the same way. While her parents treated each other with cool politeness, Aunt Deborah and Uncle Noah would be laughing, with Uncle Noah frequently kissing his wife's cheek, hand or forehead. There was a tenderness in him when it came to his wife, a fondness that Elizabeth would have liked to experience for herself.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was possible, if but rare. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Maybe she should ask her aunt for advice if she was ever in the way of matrimony. I would need her to tell me what I should look for in a potential husband.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I speak as though I have every intention of getting married!” she laughed to herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps it was time for her to put it out her mind and focus on her dream of becoming a composer who would change the world, one melody at a time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    A loud bang woke Anthony with a start, his hands immediately going to his head. What was going on? Who was in his bedroom? Still groggy from a heavy hangover and a splitting headache, he vaguely recognised the form of his friend, Felton Nicholson. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What the? Felton? What in the hell do you think you are doing in my room? Get out! I told you that I did not wish to see anyone!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His shouting did more harm than good. Anthony gripped the sides of his head, cursing the agony of overindulgence. His friend paid him no mind and ripped the curtains open, letting the harsh morning sunlight stream through the windows.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wake up, sunshine!” Felton shouted. “It is a new day!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Bugger it all!” he growled. “I am going back to sleep.” Anthony pulled the covers over his head and lay back down, never intending to venture out of his room again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I would not advise it, old friend. Get up, or I shall make you do it."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You and what army?” he mumbled from beneath the covers. “You forget that I have beaten you at every sport and combat from the age of thirteen. Choose wisely.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton chuckled. “I doubt that you are in any shape to fight me, Anthony.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Watch me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I warned you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Seconds later the covers were ripped from his body, jerking him as he had curled himself in the sheets. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Damnation to you, you liver-bellied fiend!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This only served to amuse Felton. “I'm glad to see that your words are as colourful as ever, but I am afraid that I cannot compliment your current state.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Go to hell.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No thank you, I am not fond of the fires of hell.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Why did his friend have to be so good-natured about everything? Right now Anthony found him annoying and could quite happily drop a shiner on him. He sat up, one hand on his head, the other shading his eyes from the glaring sun.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Give me back my covers or suffer the consequences.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I dare you to try and fetch them.” Felton held them up and waved them about.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony thought about it. “You are not worth it.” He flopped back onto his bed, hissing as his head exploded with pain. “Argh! Get me a whiskey, will you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What in the hell do you want if you are not here to help me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I doubt that getting you a whiskey will help you. Perhaps some tea, something to eat.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The thought of food curdled his stomach. “Forget it, I shall get it myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He gingerly climbed off the bed, only to fall back down when his head swam. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are in no position to be drinking, Anthony. Have you seen the state of you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He glared at his friend. “I probably look a darn sight better than you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your confidence is certainly legendary. When last did you bathe?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was too long ago to even begin to remember. Or perhaps it was the same day that Diana that rejected him and left. That would make it eight days. “None of your business,” he answered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You resemble a caveman with that horrendous beard you have growing there. Are you sure that nothing is crawling in there? It looks quite matted and suspicious.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony scratched his face, feeling the beard. He had never allowed his beard to grow this long before, but he couldn't have been less bothered about it either. His life was over. Felton took a step towards him, quickly stepping back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Phew! You smell quite ripe, man. I gather that neither a blade nor soap has touched your body since the incident.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony hung his head. “Do not remind me. Do not even mention that Jezebel's name to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton laughed. “At one point I could not get you to stop talking about Di –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I mean it,” he warned. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Fine, 'that woman', and now you refuse to have her name mentioned. This is quite a turn of events, do you not think so?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just go away, Felton, and leave me be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now what friend would I be if I were to abandon you in your time of need?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A wise friend.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton sighed. “You make for a rather pathetic and miserable picture. I wonder what 'that woman' would think of you if she were to see you now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony wished that his friend would just stop talking and go away. He needed time to heal from both the rejection and the humiliation.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Do you find great joy in harassing me in this manner? Can not a man have the time to come to terms with heartache? Has the world become so unfeeling that it has forgotten the pain of rejection?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was no greater pain than to have the one that your heart beats for scorn your love. He had waited six years to make her his wife, but it had all been in vain. He watched as Felton narrowed his eyes at something beneath the bed, before kneeling down and reaching for it. When he held it in his hand, Anthony tried to grab it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Give it here, Felton. I shall toss it into the depths of the sea. Let the deep waters appreciate its beauty, for I cannot bear to look at it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton held it out of his reach, blocking every clumsy lunge. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You would throw away your mother's ring because of an unworthy woman?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not call her unworthy!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And yet you called her a Jezebel, or has the alcohol in your body muddled your brains?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony ignored the question. “Give me the ring, it is mine. I shall do with it as I please.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton tucked the ring into a pocket, patting it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That is my ring, I inherited it. You will return it, or I shall accuse you of theft."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His friend raised his eyebrows. “You jest.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Am I in the habit of jesting?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You would throw away twenty years of friendship on a woman of six years who, I might add, has not been faithful? To make matters worse, you would take the ring of your mother and toss it into the sea because of the same faithless woman? How far has your mind sunk, Anthony? What would your parents say? Might I remind you that they never did accept Diana.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony remembered that well enough. His father had threatened to disinherit him because his mother could not stand his sweetheart. He admitted that Diana was not one that people took to quickly, but he loved her nonetheless. Even now with the pain in his heart, he continued to love her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Keep it then. Do with it as you wish. Only do not darken my eyes with it ever again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton nodded. “I shall keep it safe until you come to your senses.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked away. Felton could do what he wanted with the ring. Right now, all it reminded him of was the fact that Diana had left him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “For good this time,” he mumbled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you speak?” Felton asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No. In fact, I do not wish to speak with you at this moment. Kindly leave before I have my steward show you out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Old Clayton will not be throwing me out, he is the one who told me of your pitiful state.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Traitor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are fortunate to have a servant who looks after you as though you were his son. Do not take him for granted.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now Felton was telling him how to treat his servants? The nerve of the man! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall treat Clayton however I wish to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as the words left his mouth, he felt ashamed. He hung his head, disgusted with himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well," Felton began. "You are in a sorry state, indeed. Self-pity is not becoming in a baron such as yourself. You have always been a proud man, Anthony. Would you allow a woman to bring you down?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I loved her,” he answered brokenly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But she did not return your love.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do not know that!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anthony! Wake up! She humiliated you in front of our friends and your family. Do you understand that? What woman in love would do such a thing? I warned you time and again about this woman, but did you care to listen? No! You threw my advice aside and followed her like a lovesick calf. Look at the state that you are in, just look at you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony did. He took a look around his room, noting the empty bottles of alcohol, broken glass, mingled with clean and dirty clothes strewn across the floor, and a stench that was clearly coming from him. Any attempt by his servants to enter his room had been met with opposition. Thus, his room had steadily worsened.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is bad.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is an understatement. I have never seen you like this, Anthony. What did she do to you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She broke me, she finally broke me. Thinking about that night was too painful. “I do not wish to discuss it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you must,” Felton insisted. “Healing starts when you talk about it and not allow it to control you. We have been friends for much of our lives, Anthony. We grew up together, attended the same school, watched as we broke hearts along the way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony smiled at that. He and Felton had been a formidable force when it came to women. It was not uncommon for them to have women following their every move just to have them glance their way. That was until he met Diana Lambert six years ago. He could remember that day as clear as the glass that lay at his feet. She had been walking with a friend of hers when she dropped her parasol. Being a gentleman Anthony had picked it up, and when he had looked into her dark green eyes he had been lost. The duo that was he and Felton fell away, and he became a one-woman-man. If only she had become a one-man-woman. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Times change, Felton. We cannot be who we were years ago.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not expect us to go back, but I would like my friend back. The one who seized life with both hands and yelled carpe diem before charging into life like a stampede of rhinoceros.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That time in Africa was quite an adventure. I thought that we would surely die.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We did nearly die! We had to climb the nearest tree, and even then there was the risk of falling off because the ground was shaking.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony laughed. He and Felton had taken a trip to Africa instead of the usual route that most young men took once their education was complete. Society expected them to 'sow their wild oats' and get the need for adventure out of their system before the responsibilities and realities of life became their every waking moment. Against his parents' wishes, Anthony had taken the first ship that would deliver him to Africa, taking Felton along with him. It had indeed been an adventure, something that had made them men among men. They had returned home older, darker and full of life. Exactly a year later he had met Diana. Thereafter, his every waking moment had become centred on her. Anthony had never known what obsession was until he realised that the thought of any man looking at Diana would send him into a jealous rage. It was never aimed at her, but he had broken a few noses and arms these past six years. And all for what? She left him anyway. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Those were the good old days.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton laughed. “You speak as though you have lived your life and are ready to keel over and die. You are only twenty-nine, man. There is still much to do, much to see.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot contemplate life without her, Felton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not be ridiculous. She is but one woman, and I daresay, not the one for you. Your wife is still out there, Anthony. That is if you still choose to get married.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not speak to me of matrimony, please. One rejection is one too many.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony watched as Felton looked around the room, obviously searching for something. His friend suddenly moved forward, taking a toppled chair from the corner of the room and dragging it to take a seat before him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Standing around with you in this condition is tiring,” he said. “This woman has killed your spirit for life, Anthony. What exactly did she say to you? I know that she ridiculed you to her companions, but what did she say to you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Did he even want to talk about it? If I do not, Felton will never leave me in peace. Perhaps if he hears what happened, he will finally understand my grief. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You know that I had meant to propose to Diana for quite some time."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” his friend nodded. “And I have tried to talk you out of doing such a thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony looked at him, spreading his hands in annoyance. “Do I tell you what happened, or do you prefer to throw the 'I told you so' card in my face?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton waved his hand at him. “Very well, continue.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Thank you. As I was saying, I had meant to propose to her for quite some time, and I finally decided that proposing to her during my birthday celebration would be the perfect moment."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton raised his eyebrows at him but said nothing.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony knew what he was thinking. He believes that I was looking for the humiliation and heartache. Bad memories. I suppose that he is right. My birthday will forever remind me of the day that I was rejected by my greatest love. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I took her for a stroll through the gardens. I even had rose petals scattered along the pathway."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton sniggered, earning himself a glare. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you find amusing?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Rose petals along the pathway of a garden? Were the flowers in the garden not sufficient for you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is called being romantic, Felton. Not that you would know what the word meant. Women are quite sentimental for that sort of thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And was she?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony looked down. “No, she did not notice the petals so concerned was she about the rain clouds overhead.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Typical Diana.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will you continue to interrupt and mock me, or shall I continue?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, please do continue. I would like to hear the good part.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is no good part – she rejected me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton waved his hand. "Just continue."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Another side remark and I shall have you thrown off these premises.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton smiled. “You can try. Now please, continue.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His friend was the one person who he wished he could tip a settler but could never. Not only was he his friend, but his brother and closest confidante. He would never hurt him, not even for Diana. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What?” Felton suddenly exclaimed. “Has Diana aged you as well? You are taking rather long to tell this story. You may no longer have a life, but I assure you that I do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do know that you came here of your own accord? You can leave the same way as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His friend only proceeded to regard him with a 'devil may care' look, a smile playing about his lips. Anthony narrowed his eyes but continued with the story.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I led her to her favourite part of the garden, the one where I hid the statue of the sea nymph.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Ah, I know that very well. I can see why she would like that, although I would have described her more as a siren. You know, leading seamen to their deaths and all that."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     Anthony sighed. "You are not helping, Felton. And to correct you, sea nymphs also led men to their deaths."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sea nymph, siren – it is all the same to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony shook his head. “Greek mythology was never your strong suit.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "But I did love to look at the statues of the goddesses in Greece. I must have memorised them all to heart."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall gift the sea nymph statue to you – it may do you more good than it did me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall never accept such an accursed thing. Would you have your same fate befall me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I never did take you to be a superstitious gentleman, Felton. When did all of this come to be?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The minute you just told me that she rejected you at the sea nymph statue. Now please, continue with this story. I have become bored with your beating around the bush.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony opened his mouth to argue but then thought better of it. Felton was purposely baiting him, no doubt trying to lure him out of his current state of mind.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I sat her down and professed my love for her, to which she replied that she knows full well how I feel about her. She did not tell me her own feelings for me. In hindsight, perhaps I should have pressed her. It may have saved me my heartache.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It is a bit late for should have, old friend."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. Well, I got down on my one knee and fished out my mother's ring from my pocket.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He paused as he remembered her reaction. It had not been delight, but horror. He had paid it no mind much to his detriment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And then?” Felton urged. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I asked her to do me the honour of becoming my wife. She laughed in my face.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In fact, she had told him to stop embarrassing himself and get off the floor. Anthony had protested, insisting that they were meant to be together. He winced as he remembered how pitiful he had sounded.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is one harsh woman. What did she say to you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly. Thinking about those words caused a lump in his throat, a lump that he had to swallow hard before continuing. Felton must have understood because he did not press him for an immediate answer. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, uh, she told me that she could never love a man like me. She informed me that I was simply too serious for her, that I was dragging her down, and that she wished to live her life without being shackled to a man like myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And then like a fool he had cried and begged her to reconsider, hoping to change her heart. This part of the story he decided to leave out, not wishing to add to his humiliation. Felton was his oldest friend, and yet there were some things that were not easily spoken out loud, not even to a friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hear that she is now in France, living with a great aunt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, you would be correct.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton sat back in his chair, apparently taken aback by Anthony's description of the incident.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I knew that Diana could be cruel, but I did not know that she would speak such things to you. No wonder you are in this state.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Does this mean that you will now leave me alone?" he asked hopefully.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not a chance. I promised Clayton that I would get you out of bed, washed, shaved and into your normal routine. They have all been worried about you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony felt shame seep into him. He could finally see that he had been selfish these past few days, refusing to see anyone, speak to anyone, and deal with anything. His servants had had to deal with his anger, his moodiness, and his drunken ways. He vaguely remembered throwing a tray of food out of the room and onto the head of a maid, who happened to be walking below the stairs. He had not stopped to apologise but stomped off back into the room and fell onto his bed, a bottle of whiskey glued to his hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have not been treating them well, have I? Has anyone walked out yet?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not believe so, but Mrs Hubbard is mighty close to doing so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mrs Hubbard was his housekeeper, who prided herself on a clean and well-run house. It must have been difficult for her to resist coming into his room to organise it as it should be. She had been with the family since he was twelve, working with his mother to run the house until her death some years back. Although Anthony was already in his twenties when his mother had died, Mrs Hubbard had taken it upon herself to watch over him like a mother hen. What would she say to him regarding Diana? Even she had warned him away from her, telling him that nothing could come of a courtship with a woman who had a wild look to her eyes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shall I call Clayton and have him draw you a bath? You need one.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not yet. I have only just woken up.” He needed time to digest everything. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After a moment of thinking and obsessing, Anthony decided that there was only one course of action left to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “ I want to win her back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You what?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I want to win her back. She is the only one whom I love, Felton. She has made a mistake and will soon realise it. Wasn't it her wild nature that had attracted me to her? The fact that I cannot pin her down even for a second. She has been a challenge for me, a challenge that I love with all of my heart. She is confused. She will come to her sense soon enough. However, I need to figure out a way to win her back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton stared at him, his expression incredulous. "Have you gone barking mad? Win her back? Do you hear yourself?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Loud and clear. This is the first time I have been sure about something since she rejected me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton stood up and started to pace the room, his movements tense and agitated.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You have gone barking mad, that is what has happened. Did you knock your head? That must be it because you have certainly lost your mind."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony stood up, swaying ever so slightly. “I am not crazy, I am a determined man. You must first hear what I have to say before you judge me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will you be speaking the same hogwash that I have just heard?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you would just give me a moment and listen to me, perhaps then you will not see it as hogwash.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton shook his head, but he returned to his seat. Anthony could see that his friend was not impressed with his wish to win Diana back, but he was sure that it was the only way. Perhaps she does not believe that I am committed enough. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What ludicrous plan have you concocted in that foolish brain?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I do not have a plan yet, but if you expect me to leave this room, you have to promise that you will assist me in winning Diana back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is an emotional suicide mission, Anthony. There is no justification for what you want to do. The woman hurt you, she humiliated and rejected you, is that not enough?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is confused. She will come around eventually.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton just shook his head. “You need to forget about Diana Lambert. Forget about her and get on with your life. Life is too short to spend it running after people who do not love you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But she does love me, Felton, she does. She just needs to realise it and accept it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton got up again, determination clear on his aristocratic face. “I propose a solution.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If it is to assist me with winning Diana back, then I agree.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Just listen to what I have to say. What do you say to your servants packing your trunk and having you accompany me to the London season?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The London season? Whatever for? I do not understand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony had no desire to be watched by young women all looking for a suitor. He had been forced to attend more times than he cared to count, and each and every time he had come away with the same opinion: women were dull, simpering fools without a thought in their heads. Anthony did not want a woman without a mind of her own. That was why he had been attracted to Diana. She did what she wanted to, went where she wanted to and said what she wanted to, all with a charm that surpassed any other he had so far seen in a woman. Diana was simply perfect. Well, almost.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Many young, beautiful women would love to marry you. You need only look and see if any of them catch your fancy. I am sure you will find a woman more suited to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I highly doubt that. Every season that I have been to has been disappointing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “At least you can dance and flirt with them. That should take your mind off your obsession with Diana.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you? What will you be doing for the London season?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The same as you – dancing and flirting. I hear that the pickings for this year are lovely indeed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know...” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But if you do not at least try, how will you know? You might find a nice, pretty wife who will take Diana's place in your heart and make you forget about her. It is possible.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But highly unlikely. Diana has no equal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I beg to differ. Diana is a beautiful woman, but there are others who are far more beautiful and intelligent than her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “None of them is Diana.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That is the point, Anthony. You do not need another Diana in your life. Look at what she has done to you already. Why would you want to repeat this? You know, I am exhausted from discussing this matter over and over again with you. You are coming with me, and that is final."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton moved to the door, sticking his head around it.  “Clayton!” he shouted.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” Anthony demanded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Clayton appeared less than a minute later, hardly out of breath. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Sir Nicholson?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Please prepare Lord Bedford's trunk – we are going to the London season."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, we are not. I have not agreed to this, Felton. Clayton, do not touch my trunk."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His steward looked at him, torn between listening to his master or Felton.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Lord Bedford," he said. "If you would permit me to talk?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes. Go ahead.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I truly believe it good for you to attend the London season. Perhaps you may not find a wife, but you will not be wallowing in your chambers as you have been doing so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Had his steward just told him that he was wallowing? He was right, servant or no. He knew that Clayton just wanted the best for him. Always had. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Thank you for your advice, Clayton, but I am perfectly happy as I am."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Both Felton and Clayton raised their eyebrows, regarding him with disbelief. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do as I say, Clayton,” Felton said. “I guarantee you that the baron will be accompanying me to the London season.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Excellent, Sir Nicholson." Clayton took his leave, bowing before he left. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You had no right to do that, Felton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As a friend who sticks closer than any brother, I believe that I have every right.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In defiance, Anthony crawled into bed, adjusted his pillow, and closed his eyes. He heard the sound of a water jug full of water being filled and footsteps coming towards him. He opened his eyes to see Anthony with the jug suspended in the air, ready to douse him good and proper. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You would not dare to empty the contents of that jug onto me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I certainly would and probably will unless you get yourself out of this room. I shall drag you kicking and yelling if I have to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony could see that his friend meant it. I do not fancy being wet in this manner. But neither will I allow myself to be bullied into doing something that I am not prepared to do. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wet me if you will, but I prefer to remain in this bed and figure out a way to get my Diana back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot stand this wallowing. Where is your self-respect? I shall not wet this bed out of respect to those who will have to clean up the mess, but I shall not leave this house without you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton returned the jug to its place and came back, before lunging at him and pulling him by the legs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you think you are doing?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Getting you out of bed. What does it look like I am doing?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton seemed to be enjoying this if anything was to go by his amused expression. Anthony was half off the bed by the time he called a truce.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “All right! All right! I'll go, just stop manhandling me!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton let him go, laughing. “That was hardly manhandling, but I am glad that you have come to your senses. We leave tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, what great joy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Your sarcasm is a refreshing change from your self-pity."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony crawled back onto the bed, feeling somewhat dizzy. “You are quite a meddlesome friend, do you know that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I prefer the term 'concerned', but I shall let it slide this one time. You even sound more like yourself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am glad that I have pleased you, master.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton laughed. “Master, I quite like the sound of that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, do not get too used to it. Now, get out of my room and let me rest.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "After you have bathed and eaten, in that order. No one wants a ripe-smelling baron around them, no matter how wealthy he is."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony covered his eyes with the back of his hand, feeling the dull throb of his headache. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Do me a favour and ask Mrs Hubbard to concoct that foul smelling drink for my state? I need to get this alcohol out of my system. I am going to need my wits about me, especially with you attempting to run my life."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You should be grateful that you have me as a friend instead of complaining. I shall organise your bath.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony lifted his hand as his friend left the room, watching him pick his way through whatever was on the floor. I am grateful to call you my friend. In fact, he was beyond grateful.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It looked as though he was going to the season after all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth sat by the pianoforte, hands suspended above the keys. She was troubled, but she could not understand why. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I should just play something, perhaps the feeling will melt away with the flow of the music,” she said to herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her index finger pressed down on the key, producing a high note. She released it, alarmed that no music came to mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What has happened to me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She tried again, randomly pressing a key in the hopes that a melody would rise up within her and transfer into the instrument. Nothing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Rather than produce something from memory, I should look at a music sheet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked through several sheets, trying to find one that matched her current mood. She settled on a recent piece, one that she had copied from a neighbour. As she played, she heard herself hit a few false notes. Elizabeth was not accustomed to that happening. Perhaps a note or two, yes, but not so many that she had to pull her hands away from the pianoforte in horror. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What has happened to me? This is not like me!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She got up and walked away, her brow creased with worry. Something is wrong, she thought. I can sense it. The door opened to reveal her sister walking in while biting into an apple. Elizabeth did not say a word to her but continued to pace up and down the room, her hands stiff with tension. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You seem to be in high fidgets, Elizabeth. I am not used to seeing you in this manner. Has something happened?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth stopped, turning to Cecilia. “I do not know, but I have the strangest feeling that all is not well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is a strange feeling to have indeed. I, on the other hand, am in high spirits. Percy has been to see Papa.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth had noticed a rider upon a horse in the distance, but she had paid him no mind. That must have been Percy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What could he possibly want with Papa so early in the day? We have only just had our first meal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We shall just have to see. I expect that whatever they spoke about will soon change my life.” Cecilia had a smug look on her face, a look that did not sit well with her sister. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You clearly know something, Ceci. I would prefer it if you would tell me now rather than find out about it later.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia took another bite of her apple, taking her time to chew it before swallowing it. She is doing this on purpose. Sometimes I wonder how we could have come from the same womb and parents when we are so different. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stop badgering me, Elizabeth. I am sure that Papa will speak to us when he sees fit to. Why do you not play something? I heard you playing as I came in and it sounded terrible. You are losing your touch.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth was offended. She tried not to be, but her sister's words hit her hard.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am merely having a bad day. We all get those at times – it is perfectly natural.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia shrugged her shoulders. “If you say so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister took a seat, but she did not sit back and relax. Elizabeth could see that her sister appeared to be waiting for something to happen, almost as if she were biding her time. Then it hit her. What if what Cecilia expected to happen was coming to pass? What if Percy had come to ask their father for Cecilia's hand in marriage? The thought had her taking a seat as well, her body feeling numb. What will her betrothal mean for me? Not a minute had passed when a servant entered the room, informing them that their father requested their immediate presence in the parlour. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is about time,” Cecilia commented. “Percy has been gone for quite some minutes. I was beginning to think that Papa would never call me. Although I do not know why he is requesting that you come as well. Surely he should talk to me before announcing anything to anyone else?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth stood up and wordlessly left the room, Cecilia coming up behind her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What in heaven’s name is the matter with you? You are walking about as though you are the living dead!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have nothing to say, Cecilia. I wish to go to Papa, hear what he will say, and return to my music.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If Cecilia is to be married, why do I feel as though all is lost? I am not the one getting married, surely I should be happy for her? But Elizabeth could not shake off the feeling of dread that sat upon her like a dense storm cloud. At any minute the cloud was sure to burst and rain down its ill tidings.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia sniffed. “If you are going to act like an uptight maiden on her wedding night –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Cecilia!”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister looked at her defiantly, hands on hips. "Yes, I said it! I am not a child anymore, although everyone seems to forget it. I am a grown woman who knows her mind. I may not be book smart, but I shall be the one getting married while you will be alone with your music. You had best start practising because you are losing your touch."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia stomped away, back stiff with annoyance. That had been the first time Elizabeth had ever heard her sister utter such vile words. She evidently did not get it from home – not even Mama speaks in that manner. It must be her group of friends. Knowing that her father appreciated and expected punctuality, she hurried after her sister, reaching her just as she entered the parlour. Their father motioned for them to come in and take a seat, waiting for them to be settled before launching into the reason behind his summons. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I have called you both in here today due to a serious matter, one that must be resolved before we can move forward."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth waited with bated breath, her insides knotted painfully. Why does he not just say it instead of increasing tension? She gave a side glance at her sister, who did not appear tense. In fact, she seemed quite certain of what Papa was about to say. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Firstly,” he continued. “I wish to reveal that Percival has asked for Cecilia's hand in marriage.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Papa! I knew that he would eventually come! What did you say? Did you accept his proposal? Please tell me, Papa!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Calm yourself, Cecilia! There is more to this situation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia deflated. "I do not understand. If Percy has asked for your blessing, what more can there be, Papa?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have not given my blessing yet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Papa!” cried Cecilia. “Have you turned him away? I could not bear it if you have done so!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Cecilia!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sharpness in his voice was enough to subdue her sister. Her lips trembled slightly, but she said no more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have not given young Percival Hawkins my blessing yet because I wish for the both of you to fulfil a condition that I have.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth closed her eyes and let her head fall. She could not stand it! What was Papa going to say? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you both participate in this year's London season, I shall give my blessing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth’s head shot up. “The London season, Papa? If Cecilia already has her suitor, what reason is there to participate?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would think that that was obvious, Elizabeth,” he said. “You must also find a suitor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sucked in a breath. Her father had never spoken of this, not since her first London season almost three years ago. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not understand, Papa. Why would my finding a suitor affect your decision regarding Percy's proposal?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You can hardly believe that I shall allow your sister to be married before you? It is not proper and is simply not done. You must marry first.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth felt as though she could not breathe. What is this? Get married? What of my passion? My dreams? “I cannot agree to this, Papa.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This earned her a sharp glance from her sister. She could feel the weight of her sister's look, the rising anger behind them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then your sister will not marry. It is quite simple.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is hardly fair!” Cecilia cried. “Why must I suffer for my sister's aversion to marriage?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The condition is simple, Cecilia. I have given my reasons for this decision. You simply cannot be betrothed before your older sister. I shall not have the Ramsbury name darkened due to this scandal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The noose about Elizabeth's neck tightened. Papa has placed Cecilia's future in my hands, but all I wish to do is run away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hardly think that our name will be darkened by my lack of a suitor, Papa. It is no secret that I am devoted to my music and have no interest in the usual pursuit of matrimony.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her father leaned forward, locking his hands on his desk. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let me put it plainly then, daughter. If you do not take this opportunity to find a suitable husband, then I shall find you a husband. Your sister wishes to get married, and she has a suitor who comes from a good family. I shall not allow this opportunity to pass her by due to your fanciful ideas of pursuing a music career.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked away, unable to look at the man she called Father. He was strict, yes, and a traditionalist, but never before did she imagine that he would try to force a marriage on her. She looked at her father again, with determination. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You would do this to your daughter? Have I ever given you trouble, Papa? Have I ever asked for things from you, demanded things, or disobeyed your instructions in my nineteen years of existence? Why would you do this to me? Do I not have a choice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He sighed. “I worry about you, Elizabeth. Your head is in the clouds, but there is no future there, only empty promises. You have been a good daughter to me, there is no question about that, but I must still look out for my reputation as well as yours.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “By forcing marriage?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I must see you both married, Elizabeth, not just my younger daughter. If I were to allow that to happen, not only will it be a blight on my name, but it will put your reputation at risk. People will believe that there is something wrong with you. They well ostracise you and treat you like the leper of society. Do you wish that to happen?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not bothered by what society thinks, Papa, and neither should you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He laughed bitterly. “You are still so young, daughter. You do not understand how cruel the world can be, especially for those who do not conform. I shall not have my daughter be looked upon with disdain, do you hear me? You are an extension of me, and I cannot afford to have you write your own future.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is no hope that you will change your mind?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shook his head. “This is the only way that I, as a father, can secure a future for both of my daughters. I shall be satisfied once I know that you are both well provided for.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth's shoulders sagged. It does not seem that I have an option or a choice. If I do not go, then he will make sure to find me a husband and force me to get married. As he is my father, no one will question it. He will force me as Mama's father forced her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But she could not simply accept this fate. Cecilia's happiness should not solely rest on her shoulders. I am not my sister's keeper. If Papa did not intend for her to marry now, then he should never have encouraged the courtship between her and Percy. If anything, it is his fault. Why should my dreams be thrown to the side so that others may fulfil theirs and keep their precious reputations?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No,” she said quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No,” she repeated. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you dare to refuse these conditions?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "How can I accept them when my happiness is at stake? You are attempting to ruin my future to please other people, how is that fair? You are my father, and I love you, but I cannot agree to anything that you have said.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth refused to feel helpless about her future. If she did not take a stand now, then she would fail in everything. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Perhaps you need some time to think it over. I accept that this news has come as a shock; thus you cannot think rationally. You and Cecilia may go. I expect a final answer by the end of the day as I must send word to your aunt and uncle in London."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia stood up first, running out of the room with a sob.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Papa,” said Elizabeth, getting up from her seat. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He inclined his head towards her before pulling a stack of papers and sifting through them. Dismissed. She loathed to think of the hysterics she would encounter with Cecilia. She left the room, wondering if she should hide away or face her sister. As she wasn't one to run away, she went in search of Cecilia. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth did not immediately find her sister, despite combing through the house for her. Perhaps Mrs Potts would know where she was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Their housekeeper had eyes on the back of her head, nothing passed her. Probably why she was such a good housekeeper. Elizabeth found the middle-aged woman in the drawing room, ordering the cleaning of all the furniture and floor. She had three other servant girls with her, all who seemed somewhat scared of her. Mrs Potts could be quite a force, a formidable figure to those who did not know her well. Elizabeth did not recognise these young women and doubted that they had been with them for any length of time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mrs Potts?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman looked up, smiling. “There is my little Elizabeth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth smiled. Mrs Potts was easily her favourite person, always ready to hear of any problems and offer advice. She wasn't one to judge a person, but neither would she lie if asked a particularly serious or touchy question. She was a straightforward woman, but one with lots of love to give.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mrs Potts, have you seen Cecilia?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did see her streaking past the drawing room. She seemed upset – have you two had a falling out?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mrs Potts was well aware of Cecilia's high-strung ways. It was not that Elizabeth went out of her way to upset her sister, but Cecilia did find fault with much of what she did or said. The day she turned thirteen was the day Ceci ceased to be someone that I could understand.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would not precisely call it a falling out. It is rather complicated.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As it always is with your sister. Come, tell me what has happened.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They sat down at the far end of the room, away from the listening ears of the servants.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I gather that this has to do with that young man of hers. He seemed determined to speak to your father this morning.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. He has asked for Papa's blessing – he wishes to get married to Cecilia.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But that should make her happy. If my sweetheart approached my father for my hand in marriage, I would be over the moon. I would not waste my time being tearful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but there is something else, something that has upset her. Papa has given a condition before he can allow Percy to propose to Cecilia.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mrs Potts sighed. “I can see where this is going. He expects you to marry as well, does he not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth looked at her in surprise. “How can you know such a thing? Papa only just spoke to us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My dear, one does not live with a family for fifteen years and know nothing of how they think and operate. I had my suspicions, although I wished that I was wrong.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, it is quite a shock for me. I do not believe that I ever truly thought that Papa would demand such a thing. I know he is a stern man, but he has never been unfair or controlling. I do not understand what has happened to him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Child, your father is a man living in a society that puts great stock by reputation and adhering to rules made up by those who believe that they know better. Most of these rules are not beneficial for women but cater to a man's perspective and wants. It is rare for a woman to break out of the mould and be her own person. Your father is a victim of society, as are you. He just happens to be in a better position due to his gender, but he is still morally bound to follow the rules.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This did not make her feel any better, but some of the anger that she had towards her father lifted. Why could he not see things from her perspective? Life was not always about pleasing other people who would sooner talk about you than support you. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I understand your words, Mrs Potts, but nothing changes the predicament that I am in. If I do not marry, then Cecilia does not marry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh dear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Precisely. I refused to do so, but I am doing so at the risk of Cecilia's happiness. She loves Percy, she truly does and is ready to become a wife. But why must my life be tied to her happiness? Whichever way I look at it, someone will be unhappy."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mrs Potts covered her hand with her own callused one, squeezing it gently. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "This is a difficult decision to make, Elizabeth, but I am sure you will make the right one. You have a good head on your shoulders, always have." She stood up. "Now, I must get back to my cleaning. If I do not supervise these girls, they will wreak havoc with my house."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth stood up as well, feeling decidedly better. Had her mother been here she might have confided in her, but she had left soon after breakfast. It was becoming increasingly apparent that her mother did not like to spend much of her time at home. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are they new?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. Your mother agreed that we need more servants in the house, especially as she has increased the number of dinner parties each year.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, Mama does so love her parties. Do you perhaps know where Cecilia might have gone? I have searched the house already, and she is not here."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She and her young man have a favourite spot outside. If you go beyond the ferns, you will find her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “Thank you, Mrs Potts. Is there any chance that there will be cake for lunch today? I find that always lifts my spirits, well, besides playing the pianoforte, but I seem off today.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman nodded. “I heard you earlier on.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth smiled wryly. “It seems that the entire world heard me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mrs Potts laughed. “We all have those days, child. Just the other day I put salt in my tea instead of sugar.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth pulled a face. “I should not have liked to drink that tea.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was an experience. Off you go, find that sister of yours – do not allow yourself to be bullied by her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall surely try. Thank you, Mrs Potts.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "A pleasure, child." She looked away, narrowing her eyes. "Would you excuse me, I see a disaster unfolding before my very eyes. Mary Anne!" she shouted walking away. "How is it that you are wiping the furniture with the cloth meant for the floor?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth walked away quickly, knowing that Mrs Potts was a dragon when upset. Poor girl. Now to find Cecilia. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mrs Potts was right. Elizabeth found Cecilia exactly where she had said. The young girl was sitting on the ground, yanking on the wildflowers that surrounded her. She approached her sister, knowing precisely when her presence was noted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This area is wonderful, Ceci. I see why you would come here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Go away.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not until we discuss this matter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia laughed. “What is there to discuss when you have already made your decision?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are clearly upset, but –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Upset? That is an understatement! I am spitting mad. Now, leave me alone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth sighed. “I wish to explain my choice. Do I not have a right to do that much? I am not the one that gave the ultimatum.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you are the one that has just ruined my life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia suddenly got up and ran away, leaving Elizabeth at odds. Did she follow or leave her sister? It was not as though she did not try, but Cecilia clearly did not want to speak to her. She could not leave her in that state. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth took off running in Cecilia's direction, knowing that she would soon catch up to her. Sure enough, she caught her sister in the courtyard, grabbing her by the arm so that she could go no further. Her sister yanked her arm away, staring furiously at her sister.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What purpose do you have with me?” panted Cecilia. “Do you seek to rub salt into my wounds?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You need to stop and listen to me! Nothing can come of you running away.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister snorted. “I beg to differ. I cannot bear to see your face any longer. You are a traitor, do you know that? How could you destroy my life in this manner? I had a chance of happiness, but you ripped it away from me due to your selfishness!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My selfishness? Have you lost your mind? I told you that I do not wish to be married, but you would have me enter into a loveless marriage because you wish to wrap yourself in marital chains!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia raised her finger, pointing it at her, fury making her hand shake. “You are a fool, Elizabeth Ramsbury! Do you not see how heartbroken I am? I shall lose the only man that I love because you have resigned yourself to a loveless future.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You clearly do not know me well, sister dear. If you did, you would know that I love my music. In fact, it is the only love in my life. While you will be devoting your time to a domineering husband and demanding children, I shall lead a fulfilling life of pursuing my passion. Who is the fool here? There is only one from where I am standing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia uttered a shrill scream. “You are impossible. Impossible!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why? Because I am choosing to be happy? Because I shall not be forced into a situation that I shall regret for the rest of my life?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do not have much of a life, sister dearest. You play and play and play on that wretched pianoforte, and when you are not doing that, you are studying music until darkness descends and forces you to retire to your bed. And all for what? What do you get out of it? Tell me that, please, because I do not understand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Happiness!” Elizabeth shouted. “Fulfilment. Satisfaction. Peace! Need I go on?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia started clapping. "Wonderful! How wonderful for you. Look, everyone, my sister, Elizabeth Ramsbury, is a fulfilled woman, so much so that she will not allow her sister to be happy."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth just shook her head, no longer surprised by her sister's penchant for nastiness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sarcasm is the lowest form of wit, but I daresay that you feel quite at home using it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia shrugged her shoulders. “I speak my mind. There is no crime against that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth turned away, worried that she would say something she would later come to regret.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elizabeth, I have a solution for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, I do not care to hear it."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your approval is not needed. I propose that you should choose the first unlucky man that will have you as you are obviously intent upon remaining the unhappy, cold, selfish and lonely person that you are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth saw red. How dare Cecilia say this to her? She whipped around, intending to burn her sister's ears with her words of wrath, but she stopped upon seeing the tears streaming down her face.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Cecilia?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The dam that was holding her sister's tears back released itself on a heart-wrenching sob. Cecilia came to kneel before her, grabbing her around the knees. Elizabeth was so surprised that she stood there stiff, her arms locked to her sides. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, Elizabeth! Please do not take away my chance of happiness. I love him so much, I truly do. I shall die if I cannot be with him. I beg of you to reconsider your decision. Do not take away my happiness, please. My life is in your hands."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Cecilia knelt on the ground crying, Elizabeth could feel the firm resolve of her heart begin to melt away. She was reluctant to change her mind, but listening to her sister's cries was more than she could bear. Seeing her like this reminded her of days gone past when Cecilia would run to her for any little thing, always seeking comfort from her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Can I take her happiness away? She wondered. I know that I would be giving up everything that I had ever hoped for, but she is my sister. She may not look up to me any longer, but I still am protective of her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth placed her hand on Cecilia's head, taking in a deep breath and letting it out slowly. “I shall do it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia did not seem to hear her because she continued to sob, wetting Elizabeth's dress with all sorts of body fluids. She decided to lift her sister up, bringing her to eye level. Cecilia's face was blotchy, her eyes puffy and red. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you not hear me? I said that I shall do it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do what?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She rolled her eyes. "The London season, Ceci. I shall go there and try to look for a husband. However, I do not promise anything."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia's eyes widened. “Do you mean it? Do you truly mean it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have said it, have I not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stumbled slightly as Cecilia threw herself at her, hugging her tightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, thank you, thank you, Elizabeth! Thank you! I knew that you would never let me down!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps so. But Elizabeth had let herself down. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth stood in the middle of her room staring at the trunks stacked against the wall. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was doing this. She was truly doing this. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been a week since she had agreed to travel to London for the season, but it only felt like yesterday. It had all happened so quickly. It was frightful to think that she was walking to her doom. Well, perhaps not walking as I shall be travelling by carriage, but the feeling of doom still rests upon me. Papa had said that he will personally pick my husband if I return without one. She sighed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am damned if I do, and equally as damned if I do not.” Her life was not turning out in the manner that she had hoped. Poor Mama had hardly left her room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It seemed as though her mother was taking the news even harder. There was not a day that she had not sported red eyes and a shiny nose. She kept on apologising to Elizabeth, crying as she did so. She never said much else. She was probably reliving her past. Had the same not happened to her? Now she had to witness it happening all over again, this time to her own daughter. Elizabeth felt sorrier for her mother than herself. She had hardly spoken to Papa since the arrangements were made. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother hardly looked at him, preferring to look in the other direction or to just walk away. If that was what Elizabeth had to look forward to in her future, then so be it. She was made of far sterner stuff than most people. Cecilia came skipping into the room, her smile hardly having left her face since she had got her own way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The carriage is here, Elizabeth. Papa says that we must be going.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sighed. “Very well, but I wish to supervise the loading of our trunks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, leave it to Mrs Potts, she is far more capable. I am so excited, I can hardly bear it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth tried to muster a smile, but it felt more like a grimace. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Uh, yes, excited. We may as well go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia skipped out of the room, giving Elizabeth time to collect herself. A part of her still could not believe that she was actually leaving her home for the London season. She did not know what to expect. The last time she had attended the season, marriage had not been on her mind. However, now...  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now there was pressure to be successful in finding a spouse. Perhaps things would have been easier if her aunt and uncle actually had a pianoforte in their home. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was no use in dragging it out any longer. She swept out of the room, not feeling the least prepared for the weeks ahead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two nights at their aunt and uncle's townhouse, and already they were due to attend a ball. Elizabeth had hardly had time to do anything, but now she found herself trying to choose a dress for the first ball of the season. She hated to think just how many balls will be held during her stay. The only pleasant thing about being here was the fact that she did not have to share a room with her sister. Aunt Deborah had been insistent about that. There would be nothing worse than having her sister retelling the very same ball she had attended. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia was not happy at first, having been accustomed to having her sister around when she wanted her, but Aunt Deborah would not relent. Her sister had had no choice but to accept it. Two days in and Elizabeth felt a sense of freedom that she had never felt before. Was life not amusing? She had come here to end her freedom, but she had a wonderful sense of freedom staying here. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How ironic life could be. Undecided, she sat on the floor and crossed her legs, staring at the three dresses on her bed. She needed to choose one, but it had to be the perfect one so that she may enter the ball on a good note. People would be looking. Thus, she needed to look her best.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She could not be the least bothered by all of this frippery, but Cecilia would be sure to send a letter home telling Papa of her less than enthusiastic attitude to finding a husband. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chin in hand, she pursed her lips, wishing that she was seated at her pianoforte playing to her heart's content as opposed to sitting on the floor staring at dresses.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Although she had to admit that the floor was comfortable, especially with its soft carpet. Aunt Deborah was a wonderful hostess. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And bubbly. The woman always had a smile on her face, a joke to share, and a giggle to tickle anyone's funny bone. The complete opposite of Mama. Elizabeth felt ashamed for thinking so, but neither could she lie. The major difference between her mother and her aunt did not solely rest in temperament and attitude but in their spouses. Aunt Deborah had somehow managed to find a man who doted upon her, referred to her as 'my heart', and loved to please her. Her mother, on the other hand, was forced into a marriage with a man who cared more about propriety than his wife.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Poor Papa did not seem to know of any other way, but it was difficult on Mama, who was a woman of passion, or at least she was once. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother seldom showed any sign of feeling beyond a smile or a slight frown. However, even those minor facial expressions spoke volumes. There were rare times of laughter, but they were few and far between. Lately, there had been more tears than anything else.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She wondered how Mama and Papa were faring now that they were not there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth had asked Mrs Potts to keep an eye on her parents. While as a servant she did not have the right to question her master and mistress, surely she could respectfully intervene if things were to get too heated? Her parents respected Mrs Potts, perhaps they would listen to her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The door was suddenly flung open, revealing a stressed Cecilia. “I have nothing to wear!” she cried. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Impossible, Ceci. You brought many dresses with you, surely one of them will suffice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you not know anything?” she complained. “Everyone there will be dressed in the latest fashion while I shall be coming in last year's dress. Oh, how I hate living in the countryside! We are always slow to learn of anything new.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh Cecilia, you are making a mountain out of a molehill. You are a stunning young woman, one who already has her suitor. You do not need to impress anyone."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia threw her hands into the air. “Why do I even bother speaking with you? You are no help to me at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stormed out of the room in a huff, no doubt going in search of their aunt, who seemed to be on top of the trends of London, although she was not fashion forward herself. Aunt Deborah was not one to pander to the expectations of others, preferring to be herself. That was her charm, being a woman who stuck to her guns even in the midst of judgement. It was a good thing that Uncle Noah loved her exactly as she was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They had two sets of twins between them – two girls and two boys – as well as an older daughter. All of their daughters were happily married, and both boys were away on their travels across Europe. The youngest daughter, who was a year younger than Elizabeth, had recently been married in a small ceremony to a baronet, so her aunt and uncle were appreciative of their home being filled once more. They were the type of parents who genuinely enjoyed having children, and did not merely see them as heirs or daughters to be married off. The fact that all their daughters' marriages were love matches gave Elizabeth a tiny bit of hope for herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I may get lucky and find the perfect man, one who will allow me to be myself and encourage my music passion,” she mused out loud. She giggled to herself. I sound ridiculous! What man will appreciate music within the marriage? The first thing that he will do is tell me that there is no time for such things. Was that not the same with every husband? Demand, demand, demand that is all they ever did. She had had enough of all this fuss for a husband. She got up off the floor and spun around. The dress she touched first after spinning would be the one that she was going to wear. One, two, three, four, five. She stopped, tottering forward until she lost her balance and fell to the bed. Once the room had stopped spinning, she looked underneath her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The pink one it is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The carriage ride over had not exactly been full of scintillating conversation. The minute Aunt Deborah mentioned that the scorned baron would be in attendance, Cecilia had proceeded with the gossip that she had heard. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is all very true,” her aunt said. “But he seems to have got over the entire ordeal if he is attending the London season.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Or perhaps he just wishes to put the scandal behind him,” Elizabeth commented. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Either way, this night can only be interesting and lively,” said Cecilia. “Can you imagine? Being in a crowd of people who all know that your sweetheart rejected you and ran away. I would surely die! I would not show my face in public for the longest while. How humiliating!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth did not know how much longer she could take of listening to this story. Surely they had exhausted the topic by now. Thankfully, the carriage arrived at the location of the ball, which drew Cecilia's attention away from the baron and to what lay before her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, my heavens!" Cecilia screeched. "This is massive! Look at how many people are in here! I am so glad that we came, Elizabeth."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mmm.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as the door opened, Cecilia leapt out, nearly falling as she did not wait for the step to be put down. The doorman steadied her, avoiding an embarrassing fall. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, my," Cecilia said, her cheeks pink. "I may never have lived that down had I fallen flat on my bottom, or worse, my face. Why did you not warn me, Elizabeth?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Warn you? Since when do you not know that each carriage comes with a step? Especially ones that are so far off the ground as this one. You can hardly blame me for that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, phooey! At least no one has seen me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is that,” Uncle Noah replied, a twinkle in his grey eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth and her company waited for the step to be put down. Only then did she gracefully alight the carriage, giving her sister a raised eyebrow as she did so. Cecilia stuck out her tongue. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were announced as they entered the ballroom, many eyes turning to look at them curiously. The gazes only lasted a few seconds as their attention went back to themselves and their companions. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Breathe dear,” Uncle Noah whispered. “You will faint dead away if you insist on holding your breath.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth let it out in one swoosh, smiling at Uncle Noah as she tried to control her nerves. “I cannot understand why I am in high fidgets. I have attended a London season before, but I find myself high strung and in need of a chair.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Uncle Noah took her arm in his, patting it. “Come, I shall guide you inside. If you feel faint, I shall hold you up. How does that sound?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Splendid, Uncle Noah, thank you."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They walked down the stairs, Elizabeth hoping that she didn’t trip. It would be just what she needed – to end up with broken bones. Cecilia was a couple steps ahead, so eager was she to take in everything that the ballroom had to offer. Aunt Deborah linked her arm in with Uncle Noah's on the other side, and the three of them got to the bottom without any mishaps.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, that went as well as could be,” said Elizabeth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well done, dear,” her aunt said. “Now it is time to mingle. Fill up your dance card with good suitors and do not forget to smile.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth attempted a smile, but it did not feel right. Uncle Noah looked at her, chuckling. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My dear Elizabeth, if that is a smile, then I am the king, although we do not seem to have one at this moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am trying, Uncle. This is all that I can muster at this moment time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They neared the drinks table where a large bowl of punch sat. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here,” her aunt said, handing her a glass of punch. “Drink this. It should calm your nerves. Not too much, mind you. We would not want to drag you off the floor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Both her aunt and uncle laughed, as though they had just shared a private joke. They were strange like that, always laughing and silently communicating with each other. They were the epitome of the term soulmate. Cecilia suddenly appeared, dragging a familiar girl with her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Look who I have found! This is Megan, Percy's cousin. She is also taking part in the season this year!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth remembered her. She was the one who would not stop gossiping – just like Cecilia. It was no wonder that they get along so well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We can circle the ballroom together,” Cecilia insisted. “We are all fairly new here, well, except for you Elizabeth, and you, Aunt Deborah and Uncle Noah. But we should still stick together – I know that it is going to be a long and memorable night.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth inwardly groaned. Her torture did not end. She drank the rest of her punch and immediately went for another one. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Be careful of that, Elizabeth,” her aunt warned. “That punch can be lethal in large doses. I once ended up in a stream due to it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I remember that,” her uncle laughed. “I had to fish you out, but I kept on coming away with layers of clothing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her aunt playfully hit him. “Oh, hush you. These young girls do not need to know of my escapades of old.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was not that long ago, dear. I seem to remember a pair of round –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Noah!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was going to say stones, dear. A pair of white stones that you had artfully posed on. Reminds me of the time that you posed nu –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Noah Shepherd, if you say one more word you will be sleeping in the stables.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My heart! You would have me sleep with the horses?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia suddenly yanked on Elizabeth’s arm, pulling her away from their aunt and uncle. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You cannot spend the entire night with our aunt and uncle. You need to get out there and start looking for your husband.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Must you be so callous? Announce to the whole world that I am looking for a husband, they might just hear you better!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia raised her eyebrows. “Oh, do come, Elizabeth. Megan is also looking for a suitor. We can all look together.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, all right. I suppose that I could do worse.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That does not sound complimentary,” Megan said. “But then again, Cecilia did say that you did not want to be here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth looked at her sister. What else had she said to the girl? Cecilia had not been away for so long to have related all those details as well as greet the girl. But this was Cecilia, anything was possible. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As time passed, Elizabeth found that she quite liked the cousin. The young girl was witty and intelligent, a positive in her book. The only downfall was the incessant gossiping going on between the two. As for the young men that approached her…  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dull, boring, and unremarkable. This must be a bad year.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are you muttering about?” Cecilia asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, nothing. Please excuse me, I am off to get a glass of champagne. I quite like the French bubbles.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia frowned. “You have hardly touched a drink in your life. How is it that you have had several glasses of both punch and champagne, but you still seem to be in your right mind?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She shrugged. “As strong as an ox, as light as a feather, and all that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not understand what that can possibly mean.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may try and figure it out while I get my glass.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She left them frowning after her, amused by the whole thing. A few men stopped her on her way, requesting a dance, but she declined, pleading a headache. As she walked away from one man, she heard him mutter to his friend.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You would not want her. If she can consume so much alcohol right now, could you imagine what she would be like in years to come? All that beauty would just be savaged by her drinking.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mortified, she tried to gauge her level of drunkenness. Had she been drinking that much? When she found herself tilting a tad too forward, she had her answer. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She decided that some fresh air may be the answer rather than another glass of champagne, or even punch for that matter. She made her way to the balcony, not only to curb the effects of the alcohol but to also get away from the suppressing crowds. She should have never come. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as Anthony entered the ballroom, his headache intensified. He touched his temples, massaging them in circular motions but to no avail. His friend seemed to be in high spirits, which only served to irritate him further. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not understand why I allowed you to drag me to this event,” he complained. “I was better off at home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Drinking yourself into a stupor?” Felton asked. “I think not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what of my headache? Shall I suffer the endless chatter of women simply because you think it necessary?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton laughed. “Your headache is a direct result of your drinking. I warned you to give it a rest, but you continued. You knew full well that you were attending the ball – do not plead innocence.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I should have known that I would not receive any sympathy from you,” Anthony muttered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ha! It is not sympathy that you need, but a sweet woman to take away your dreary attitude. The right woman with the right smile will be the best medicine for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Diana had a beautiful smile.” He watched his friend look heavenward, his sigh deep and prolonged. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We will not get anywhere if you insist on thinking about Diana. Look – before you are many women who would love to be the next Lady Cavendish.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony took a look around the ballroom, noting the interested gazes that were directed at him. He felt as though he were in shark-infested waters with no way out. He looked behind him, seeing the open double doors. That way would be utterly useless. If he attempted to leave the ball, Felton would wallop him and bring him right back, and Anthony was in no mood for a rumble in his state.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know what you are thinking,” Felton commented. “I request that you put it out of your mind because it will not happen. We are here for better or worse.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The worse part sounds about right.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony jumped when Felton clapped his hand on his shoulder, jarring his aching head. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Felton! Have you no regard for a sickly man?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A sickly man? Hardly. I daresay that if Diana were to appear right now, that headache would disappear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His friend was right, there was no point in arguing. Seeing Diana would end his heartache and bring light to his world again. Perhaps Lady Luck would shine down on him and bring Diana to this very ball. He had not heard of her return, but there was still a chance that she could be here. Anthony could not resist giving the crowd before him a thorough look.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton said, "I guarantee you that she is not here. I have already sent a few enquiries about her whereabouts, and she is most definitely in Paris."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know what you mean,” Anthony lied. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A short burst of laughter erupted out of Felton's mouth, drawing the attention of several guests. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A blind man could see what you were doing, old friend. Try to put Diana out of your mind for a moment and take in the beauty before you. What about that lovely woman with the flaxen hair?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony followed Felton's head jerk, his eyes coming to rest on a pretty buxom blonde. True, she was delectable, but she was not Diana. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I prefer a woman with dark hair.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton lifted an eyebrow. "Since when, may I ask?" He quickly lifted his palm. "Do not tell me, I already know. Very well, let us look to the brunettes and raven-haired women."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton took a step forward into the crowd, but Anthony held back. If he walked into the sea of marriage-desperate women, he might lose a limb. His friend turned back to look at him, his gaze questioning. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why not take a seat away from the crowd? I can see the women quite well from there.” He pointed at the seat furthest from the men and women. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What kind of a daft friend would I be to allow that to happen? You would gladly sit there the whole evening, glaring at the women who would appreciate a word from you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not see you looking for any women!” Anthony snapped. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton pulled his head back a fraction, his eyebrows raised. “I was not aware that I needed to find anyone. I am not the lovesick fool.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony looked at his friend carefully. He was not the only one to suffer heartbreak, for Felton had also loved a woman before her untimely death. Henrietta Rydale had been Felton's great love. Their courtship had been brief but intense in that they seldom had spent time apart. He knew that his friend had preferred to ignore the fact that she had had a weak heart, having hope that Henrietta would remain alive through his love. Her death had been a dark day for all who knew her, most especially Felton.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may not be a lovesick fool, but it has been four years, Felton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pain and anguish quickly filled his friend's eyes. He had not managed to overcome his heartache. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is not about me – I am not the one who has been ape drunk for the better part of two weeks, who refused to leave his room for days on end and avoided all social contact due to the careless act of one woman. I got on with my life. It is time that you do the same.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony could see that he had upset him. Felton preferred to bury his feelings and pretend to enjoy life. He came across as a jovial man without a care in the world, but there was a sadness to him that appeared during rare moments.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, old friend.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He watched as Felton mustered a smile, the light having gone out of his eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not be sorry, be willing to put the drama that is Diana to rest and find someone better.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony would argue, but this was hardly the time to do so. Perhaps if he let him introduce him to a few women, he would forget his pain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No blonde-haired women, simpering fools, cotton-head women, or those who giggle incessantly."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton smiled. “That's the spirit. We will find the perfect woman yet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony groaned. “I have willingly put myself in the path of vultures.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth could not help but compare her home to the world about her. London was the opposite of country life, a poor substitute for the beauty of the rolling hills, wildflowers, woods and animals. And yet there were people who lived here for much of the year. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As she looked over the balcony, she found herself missing home. If only she could put this whole ordeal behind her and return home. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was startled when a man appeared by her side. He said not a word but stared into the darkness. She peered closely at him, frowning as she waited for him to say something. He looked familiar, but she could not see properly from her vantage. He neither said anything nor gave an indication that he knew that she was staring at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sir, you look as bored and annoyed as I feel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Is that what she had meant to say? She couldn't tell because her brain was still muddled. Oh dear, it must be the alcohol. The man gave her a side glance before settling his gaze elsewhere. How rude! She was about to walk away and find another spot when he spoke. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I take it that we are both not enjoying the ball.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is an understatement. How people can bear to come here every year is beyond me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is your first time here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, I have been here before, but it was a while back. Somehow, this time feels ten times worse."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know the feeling. It must be all the desperate people in there. Vultures, the lot of them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I could not have said it better myself. I feel as though I am in some odd mating ritual, where the bird puffs out his chest and the female looks on, picking the best male. Only, the women seem to be doing more chest-puffing than the men. I have had quite an eyeful, I tell you."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He laughed. "There are some overly enthusiastic men and women looking to get married. It is no wonder that there is mayhem inside."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth found herself enjoying her little conversation with the stranger. He was familiar. There was something about him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I do feel sorry for the Baron of Bedford, though. I hear that he is in attendance, but I have yet to see him."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh?” he said. “Why should you feel sorry for him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you not heard of his rejection? I personally would not have been able to attend such a public event with such a rejection. I would lock myself in my bedroom until I was sure that the world had got over it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can tell you that he is doing well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How would you know?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because I am the Baron of Bedford.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth sucked in a sharp breath. Oh no, oh no, oh no. This could not be happening! What were the odds of speaking to the baron himself? Oh, she’d put her foot in it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh dear, I am terribly sorry, my lord. Terribly sorry! Had I known... Oh, what a fool I am. I should have never said a word.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He chuckled. “I was sure that you had recognised me, but clearly not. Do not be concerned with what you have said and do not stop talking on account of my identity. I quite like a woman who speaks her mind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But her embarrassment would not lessen. What were the odds of the one time that she gossiped that she would speak to the very man she was gossiping about? It would be best to return to the ballroom before she dug herself a deeper hole. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, my lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She moved away, but his earnest plea stopped him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, do not go. I wish to speak with someone who is not trying to trap me into marriage or force me to marry the first pretty face. Please.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth looked at the doorway, knowing that her escape lay that way. But he sounded as though he was in need of cheering up. There was something else playing on her mind, and that was the magnetic pull towards this man. She had felt it as soon as he had walked onto the balcony, not knowing who she was. And now she felt it ever more strongly. Peculiar indeed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, I shall stay.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This woman was miles different from Diana. She appeared sweeter, more wholesome. And she spoke her mind, whereas Diana always beat around the bush, choosing to remain infuriatingly mysterious while he pined after her like a lovesick puppy. He was glad he had managed to convince her to stay, as he found that he did not wish to be alone after all, despite running away from the crowded ballroom. Anthony had managed to slip away from Felton, who seemed rather sweet on the blonde women he had first pointed out.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He hoped that the woman did not have matrimony on her mind, for Felton was not looking for such. His friend flitted from woman to woman, being the rake that people had come to know him as. Anthony peered closely at the young woman before him, having the distinct feeling that he may have seen her before. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do seem familiar. Perhaps I met you the one time that you attended a season?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She shook her head. “You attended a spring celebration some years ago in the countryside. That is when I first saw you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His brow puckered as he tried to remember the event. There had been so many celebrations in his past that it was quite challenging to remember a specific one. Anthony thought back, a sudden memory coming to mind. A young girl with piercing amber-coloured eyes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It is quite dark outside so I cannot see you well enough to deduce whether or not I have seen you, but I am interested to know the colour of your eyes."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Brown, my lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just brown?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, that is what I see in the mirror when I look.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What kind of brown?”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose that they would be a light brown. But deep in colour, if that makes any sense at all to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would you go as far as to say that your eyes are amber in colour?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She thought about it for a moment. This woman was a novelty, indeed. Most women were quick to describe every physical feature on their bodies, but this one has to think about the colour of her eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Amber appears to be an apt colour to describe my eyes. Why, my lord?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, nothing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He did not wish to reveal his reasons for finding out her eye colour. It was the same woman, the one who had caught his eye for just a few seconds. Oddly enough, he did not see her face clearly, but he would never forget those eyes. They were quiet for a time, both staring out into the darkness, looking over London. He could sense that she was wary of him, which was a shame as she had been quite outspoken not so long ago. He decided to break the silence, wanting to put her at ease. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would be grateful if you would treat me as though you do not know who I am. As far as you are concerned, I am just a stranger enjoying the night air who you happened to start talking to. Just for once, I would like to forget that I am the Baron of Bedford.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked at him sideways. “That is an odd request, my lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Odd, but necessary. I wish to continue speaking with you, but I fear that you are not willing to do so. The only thing separating us is my title."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And the small thing of our gender.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He frowned at first and then smiled, belatedly realising that it was her way of bringing lightness to the conversation.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shall I heighten my voice to make you feel more comfortable?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no, my lord. That would be sure to frighten me. A high voice coming from a man such as yourself? Even little children would be terrified.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He laughed. “You have a sense of humour, a refreshing find in these times that we live in. It seems that women are far more pre-occupied with ensnaring a man than being herself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I agree wholeheartedly, my lord. But I find men to be the same. Why pretend and present a false version of yourself when it is apparent to all that once marriage is settled your true person shall come out? This makes for many unhappy marriages.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “For one so young, you seem wise beyond your years.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It comes from observing people. When you do not regularly engage in conversations around you, you notice many things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So you spy on people?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laughed. “I would not call it spying, but observing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ha, I see.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They fell into silence again. However, this time it was a comfortable silence, which he much preferred.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My lord?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “May I ask you a personal question?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “I suppose so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are the rumours true? One can never tell with gossip.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He sighed. “Unfortunately, yes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is terrible, I am so sorry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So am I.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony found that he wanted to tell the young woman about Diana, to get it off his chest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Diana has always fascinated me. From the moment I saw her I knew that I had to have her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did she feel the same?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Did she? Diana was never one to talk about feelings, except when she was trying to get her way. “I do not recall her explaining to me how she felt. I suppose that I took it all for granted, believing that she loved me too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He felt a tentative hand touch his arm before it was snatched back again. She was trying to comfort him. How strange. She did not know him. Why would she do such a thing? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will you try again? Perhaps she has cold feet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I do not think so. You see, Diana is a jealous woman, one who changes her emotions constantly throughout the day. You never know which Diana you will get, but I was hopelessly fascinated by it all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She was exciting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, extremely so. She possessed a volatile nature, one that could be frightening for those that are unaccustomed to her moods. And she could never commit. Flighty and unexpected.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I gather that she is a woman who lives by her own whims?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are correct. But do you know what the odd thing is? That is what I love about her. I cannot pin her down, and I find that challenging. It fascinates me to no end, makes me want to wake up in the morning. I must admit that at times I have grown tired of her ways, but my love for her will always have me returning to her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He sounded pathetic, as though he lived for Diana. Was this what Diana wanted, for him to be obsessed? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would you call your love a patient type?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I most certainly would. For six years I courted her, waiting for the right opportunity to propose to her. Never in my life did I think that she would reject me, and in such a humiliating and public way."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony had foolishly believed that Diana had felt the same way about him as he had felt about her. He remembered the surety in his heart, how he had been convinced by his own treacherous heart to love her to distraction, believing her worth it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not be remorseful of your love, my lord. You loved without holding a part of yourself back. I would be blessed to find even a quarter of that love in my future husband.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah yes, your future husband. Do tell me about him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It would help him take his mind off the woman who he found that he desperately wanted back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “To tell the truth, I did not expect to be here, finding a husband along with the other young women in attendance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then why are you here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sighed. “My father gave me an ultimatum. Choose my own husband or he will. I have a younger sister who is on the brink of marrying her sweetheart. But that has been put on hold until I can produce a husband.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And have you managed to narrow down your choices yet?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Heavens no. Each man I have come across has been dull and unremarkable. I cannot bring myself to be interested in such a man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is early days yet. How long do you expect to be in London for?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As long as it takes. I cannot return home without trying.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony could never imagine being forced to marry someone he had no interest in. He pretty much could do as he pleased without fear. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We are a fine pair, do you know that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “In what capacity, my lord?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, I love someone, but she has rejected me and run away. You love no one, but you must marry or risk a forced marriage."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled wryly. “I see what you mean. It is a sorry state of affairs.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They lapsed into a brief silence once more, the tranquillity of the night only disturbed by the cacophony of noise coming from the ballroom.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would not have attended this season if not for my friend, Felton. Not so long ago he barged into my room and rescued me from my own self-pity. He insisted that if I just came here, I would find a woman who would make me forget all about Diana.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And has it been working?” she asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shook his head. “No, but I suppose it is too early to tell.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is not easy to get over your first love, my lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Had she been in love before? Intrigued, he questioned her, interested in the answer that she would give. It did not take her long to answer his question, but he was surprised by her response.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lord, my music. That has always been my first and great love. I play the pianoforte, just as my mother did before me. That is why it makes being here quite challenging.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you were given a choice, would you marry?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The answer came swiftly and without hesitation. "No, I would not. I would pursue a career in music, become my own independent woman."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony had never heard of a woman not wishing to get married. As he continued to speak to her, the wheels in his head started to turn. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is quite a way from up here. Has anyone ever fallen?” Elizabeth peered down, trying to gauge the distance from the balcony. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why? Do you wish to plummet to your death? I would not advise it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laughed. “Oh, dear me. I am not so desperate as to wish to kill myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is just as well, as I would never have let you do such a thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He sounded so serious that she looked at him, his face partially in the shadows. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "My lord, my life may not be as I wish it to be at this moment, but I assure you that death is far from my mind. In fact, it has never entered my mind. I love life, perhaps not my life right now, but I cannot throw away nearly twenty years – my parents, my sister, my dear servants, and my music – because of a dreary season. You never know, things may change for me. My father may take back his condition and allow me to pursue my music career, or perhaps I may find a husband who will support my passion for music. Life is unpredictable, my lord. Look, I have met you, and that is something I never once believed would be possible."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not possible?” he asked. “Why in heaven's not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is it not obvious? We are not from the same circle of people, let alone the fact that you are a baron. I am a family of landed gentry, and while there is nothing wrong with that, your kind are not exactly clamouring to befriend us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was not aware that I was a 'kind'. I am merely a person at the end of the day. A man who, just like any other, has been rejected and humiliated by the object of his affection. Whether titled or not, we all share the same emotions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was right, but he was also wrong. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You speak of emotions, I speak of class. My family does not carry a title, and while we are afforded certain perks, shall I say? It does not remove the fact that there is a divide.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose that you are right. But I have never been one to lord my title over anyone. Well, not that I remember, but I should not say never – it does not leave room for any error.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth could tell that the baron was an honest man and was genuinely sorry for the ordeal that he had to experience. That woman did not know what she had done. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My lord, if there was an opportunity to reunite with Miss Lambert, would you do so?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He took a while to answer her question. Leaning on the balcony wall overlooking the lawn below, he explained his feelings to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot help but love her, for I have loved her for so long. So, to answer your question, yes. If I were given the opportunity to reunite with Diana, I would take it. As it is, I am hoping to find a way to be with her. Felton may believe that I am earnestly looking for a sweet wife, or that I am sure to find one, but my heart firmly belongs to Diana. For all her faults, I still love her. It is pathetic, I know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How would it be to have a man love her in this manner? One who was willing to swallow his pride and pursue his sweetheart?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I commend you, my lord. Not many men would think as you do. Love is not for the fickle-hearted."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he agreed. “I have come to realise that much. However, I cannot deny that my life would be far less complicated if I did not love her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The heart does not make sense at times, but it eventually leads us in the right direction. Or at least that is what Mrs Potts has told me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mrs Potts?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Our housekeeper and confidante. She is always ready with a listening ear and advice. Mrs Potts has seen me through many difficult situations.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    More so with Cecilia than with anyone else. Her sister had the ability to anger her like no other, but Mrs Potts would always remind her that she had to lead by example and calm her down. Elizabeth loved her sister and always found herself making allowances for her. But her growing selfish ways and terrible attitude were not helping anyone. There were times when she wished to just shake her sister until all her scales fell away to reveal the sweet person that she knew was hidden beneath layers and layers of wrongful thinking. But that would not solve a thing.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Mrs Potts reminds me of my own housekeeper, Mrs Hubbard. She is a second mother figure to me. When my mother passed away some years ago, she took it upon herself to step into her shoes, although I was past the age of twenty at the time. Clayton, my steward, has been another positive influence in my life. They have both been in my life for quite some time, and know me well enough.” He laughed. “Sometimes too well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It never ceases to amaze me that they can fulfil their duties and still give so much of themselves. Many have their own families, but that does not stop them from treating us as an extension of that family."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am ashamed to admit that I have never looked at it in that way. They have simply always been there when I needed them, I hardly know anything about their families.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wasn’t that the way with his kind? Although he did not seem self-entitled or selfish, there was always something bred within them that separated them from those beneath them. Being a family of landed gentry was nothing to sneer at. In fact, her father was likely wealthier than many titled families. However, there would always be a social divide. Which was why so many young women were hopeful of marriages to men above their social station. Ten women would fight over a duke, while a simple young man with much to give stands off to the side. Not that she was concerned either way, but it was interesting to observe. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You can ask them once you return home. I am sure that they will be pleasantly surprised.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Speaking of surprises, I was near compromised by an overeager woman just before I came to the balcony. The woman cornered me with a plan in her head, but I am not one to fall for such things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth almost laughed, and thought to herself, so speaks the very man who is pining away for a woman who humiliated him in front of his friends and family. I suppose that when you are in love, you cannot fully comprehend the faults of others. While he speaks of her flaws, he does not see the full extent of her behaviour. Love truly is blind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was insulted just before I came here, but perhaps I deserved it to some degree,” she said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why would you deserve an insult? It sounds as though you are absolving the perpetrator.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, but perhaps I was on the way to being... what is that expression again? Oh, yes – ape drunk.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He burst out laughing. “Ape drunk? Where did a gentlewoman such as yourself learn such a term? Just how much were you drinking?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Feeling slightly miffed by his bold laugh, she pursed her lips, regarding him with what she hoped was a stern stare. When he picked up on her reluctance to answer him, his laughter died down. “I was not laughing at you, you know, but at the term. I was not expecting it. Where did you hear it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “During a dinner party that my mother held once. A group of men were recounting their latest drunken exploits and used that term several times.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Remind me to watch what I say in your company. You may just use something against me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hardly. I have no personal interest in using people’s words against them. But to use them for myself, that is a different matter altogether.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He laughed again. “You are one peculiar woman. Innocent and yet with a touch of the world, nothing enough to pollute you, but enough to keep a wise outlook on matters.” He grew serious. “Perhaps if Diana was more like you, we may be getting married at this moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He truly did love this woman, but did does not deserve him. Elizabeth had heard of a few things about Diana Lambert here and there in the ballroom. She was the talk of the town. It seemed that people either loved her or hated her. She thought she knew of the opinion that she would take, and it definitely was not a good one. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do cheer up, my lord. Take this time away from her to think on your own life, to concentrate on what you want.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What I want I currently cannot have.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana again. It seemed that he constantly had the woman on his mind, and she was beginning to grow tired of hearing about her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think that I should return – my sister must be wondering where I am.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you would wait just a moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “My lord?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have a plan brewing in my head, but I am not certain as to how you will take it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you do not speak of it, then I cannot say how I shall take it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well. Do you promise to keep an open mind?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “I am listening, my lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall court you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth took a step back in surprise. He would do what? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony knew that she was alarmed when she took that step back. Perhaps he should not have said anything. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My lord? I do not understand. You were confessing love for Miss Lambert merely a few moments ago, and now you wish to court me? Forgive me, but you do not sound as though you have thought this through.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was making a botch up of it all, and he had only spoken a few words. The wrong words. He could have worded it differently. He tried again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Allow me to try again, please?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked at him sceptically. "Will you be saying more of the same thing?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had moved into greater light, showing the amber eyes that he remembered so well. She was really quite beautiful. Pretending would not be such a hardship. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is not what you think, I shall only pretend to court you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Whatever for, my lord? Forgive me, but I am thoroughly confused.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “All right, let me start again and try not to have you run away from me in horror.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She giggled. “I do not think that I would run away. A fast walk, perhaps, but not a run. I daresay that you could catch me either way – you appear to be in fine health.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He watched as her cheeks coloured slightly. That only made her prettier to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “In fine health, you say?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not think much on it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He laughed. "Very well. Let me dispense with the suspense and reveal my plan to you. I do believe that it will benefit both of us."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded her head, pushing him to continue. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are in need of a suitor to court you, and I wish for my love to return to me. Correct?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but what does your plan have to do with our situations? They are miles apart and require different solutions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not as you may think. If I pretend to court you, your parents will allow your sister to marry her sweetheart.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see where you are going with this, but what of you? How will this aid you in your situation?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is simple, really. Diana is a jealous woman. When she hears that I am courting you, she will return to me and keep the vulture-like women of this season firmly away from me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She appeared to think on it a moment, her lips slightly pouted. Pretending to court her would not a hardship at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And when should this courtship end? How will it end?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Once your sister is safely married, I shall reject you in favour of Diana. By that time she will be burning with envy of you and much jealousy. I expect that she will not object when I ask for her hand in marriage the second time around.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This sounds like quite an elaborate plan. What if Miss Lambert does not fall for it? Or my family for that matter. My father is not one easily fooled.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know Diana well. Her jealous nature always wants what she cannot have, and as I shall be with you, she will want me back. For your family, we must keep a facade of being in love. Do you think that you could do that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You hardly know me, my lord. How will you pretend to be in love with me? Will there not be some suspicion?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was Anthony Cavendish, the Baron of Bedford. No one would question him. The only people he had ever allowed to come against him were Felton and Diana. To everyone else, he was untouchable. However, he did not say all this to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It will not be such a burden to pretend to court you. You are beautiful, intelligent and wonderfully frank. I have thoroughly enjoyed our time spent together. It is not often that I get to have such an interesting conversation with the opposite gender."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Not even with Diana. Their conversations had always been centred upon her, and he had been only too willing to let it be. Now, he saw things differently. Once Diana and he were together again, that would have to change. There had to be more to a relationship, it could not be one-sided. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know...” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The more he thought about his plan, the more he believed that it would work. However, it would only work with her because she was not truly looking for a suitor. Once he publicly rejected her, there would be no hard feelings. He could not have her doubt this plan. She must agree to it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Think on it. You will be free to pursue your passion for music with your sister married to her sweetheart and I shall win back my love. Say that you will do it – there can only be positive outcomes to this plan."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You hardly know my name, my lord. You are proposing a plan with a stranger.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He reached out and took her gloved hand, surprising her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My lord, what is it that you are doing?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Making an introduction. I am Anthony Cavendish, Baron of Bedford. I am pleased to make your acquaintance." He kissed her hand. "May I know of your name, beautiful lady?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elizabeth Ramsbury, my lord. First daughter of Miles and Edith Ramsbury.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He held onto her hand, not letting it go until he heard her agree with him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you agree to partake of this plan, Miss Ramsbury?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took in a deep breath. “Yes, my lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Splendid! In that case, you may call me Anthony, and I shall call you Elizabeth. Well, in some settings. Do you agree?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I might as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wonderful! I believe that we will both have what we wish for.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony was looking forward to having Diana back in his arms again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What had she just agreed to? Anthony still held onto her hand, his smile wide and friendly. He seemed so confident of his plan, but Elizabeth could not help but feel that something may go wrong. Besides, she did not feel comfortable fooling so many people. But if she were to fulfil her word to Cecilia, then she must do it. She cleared her throat, pulling her hand away. It was feeling a bit too comfortable in his gentle but firm grip.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shall we return to the ballroom?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he said. “We might as well begin now while the night is still fresh. People will soon enough see that there is something between us, and when we announce our courtship, no one will question us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sincerely hoped that he was right. She would hate to think of the repercussions of his plan backfiring in their faces. He placed her hand on his arm and led her back into the ballroom, squeezing her slightly when inquisitive eyes turned to look at them. They walked to the middle of the dancefloor where he bowed before her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elizabeth, may I have this dance?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    So soon? She could not exactly deny him when so many people were watching. She curtsied. “Of course, my lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As they danced, Elizabeth felt herself begin to loosen up. Perhaps it would not be as bad as she thought it may. Anthony seemed quite sure of his plan, and if all went well, then she would have what she wanted. She laughed when he twirled her before partners were changed and she was in the hands of another gentleman. She was twirled again, ending back in Anthony's arms. She had not expected to enjoy herself this night, but here she was, laughing and smiling. What a strange turn of events. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The music slowed, permitting partners to come several inches closer to one another as they danced the waltz. This was a dance that he had enjoyed with Diana, as it had allowed him to gaze at her beautiful face. Instead, he found himself looking down into another beautiful face. Anthony had never looked at another woman while he had been with Diana, had never needed to. She had been everything he ever wanted. However, here he was, his gaze focused on the woman in his arms. Elizabeth was looking elsewhere, focusing her attention on the dancers around them. For some reason, he wished for her to look at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elizabeth, you are a wonderful dancer. I expect that your mother would have taught you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked at him, smiling. "Yes, but I am not as accomplished as my sister. I have been known to make a blunder here and there. But you make dancing seem so effortless."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not sell yourself short, dancing is a two-fold activity. You are obviously better than you give yourself credit for.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are too kind, my lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked away again, focusing her gaze on the musicians. Anthony could see why many were so disapproving of the waltz. It had a sense of intimacy to it that some found uncomfortable and immoral. He was highly aware of the woman in his arms, felt the strength and gracefulness of her movements. Elizabeth, he noticed, not only listened to the music to dance but seemed to take it into her soul. He saw her close her eyes, face peaceful as she took in the melody. He had even felt her fingers tap against his shoulder, likely remembering the notes of the tune. She was a rare one. Perhaps his life would have been far easier had he fallen in love with a woman like her instead of Diana. She looked at him then, their eyes locking. They continued to dance, but the music suddenly seemed far away, as though they were dancing in another place.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You paint an enchanting picture, Elizabeth.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How so, my lord?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The pink of your dress perfectly matches the blush on your cheeks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am slightly flushed. It is hot in this ballroom.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And your hair reminds me of rich autumn, when the leaves turn colour."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I believe that you mean to say auburn, my lord. That is the colour of my hair.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled. She was evading every compliment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your eyes are wonderfully expressive and a colour that I have rarely seen. Brown, yes, even cognac, but not many ambers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are not looking hard enough, my lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He chuckled. “You are a difficult woman to compliment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She frowned. “Is that what you were doing?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is it not obvious?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She shrugged. “Perhaps I am not accustomed to it. I am not one to be in the company of others unless I have to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, allow me to tell you that you are easily the most beautiful woman in this room. You are the envy of the season.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If people envy me, it is not because of my appearance, but because the Baron of Bedford is dancing with me. Women have not stopped staring at you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had noticed it himself. That was why he was thankful to be in Elizabeth's arms as opposed to being a sitting duck for an attack. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have noticed the women, but I have noticed the men staring at you. You would have been a success had you given them a chance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Well, thank goodness that you are here. I could not have stood a moment longer in their presence. Oh, there is my sister.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony saw a woman waving at them, coming their way. Disappointment filled him as he realised that he would soon have to stop dancing with her. As her sister approached, Elizabeth stepped away from him. He immediately felt the loss of their proximity, slightly disliking the sister for it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, Elizabeth!" the sister exclaimed. "I have been searching everywhere for you."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As she spoke, the sister kept on casting looks at him. Anthony took the initiative to introduce himself, but he had a feeling that she knew who he was.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Cecilia, it is a pleasure to meet you. Your sister has told me a lot about you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She raised her eyebrows at Elizabeth before looking at him again. “She has? All good things I hope, my lord?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course. I understand that congratulations are in order?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That brought a quick smile to her face. “Thank you, my lord. I hope to be married soon. That is, if all things go to plan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She gave a meaningful look to Elizabeth, who only nodded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not concern yourself with that, right now. All will be well, I assure you.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia turned to him. “My lord, would you like to join us?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course. Please, lead the way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He followed them through the many bodies, sighing in relief when they came to a spot that had breathing space. A young woman looked up, her face slightly pale and splotchy. Her eyes widened with recognition. She quickly stood up and curtsied. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He nodded his head slightly. “Good evening. Forgive me, but I am at a disadvantage for I do not know your name.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Megan Hawkins, my lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With the greetings set aside, Anthony found himself a part of a drama that the woman was experiencing. Apparently, she had set her eyes on a gentleman who had just rejected her. Having felt the sting of rejection first-hand, he could sympathise with her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Clearly the man is not the right one for you. I am sure that there is one who is deserving of your love right here in this ballroom. You need only look for him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Megan sniffed. “I suppose so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Cheer up, Megan,” Cecilia added. “We still have a few hours before this night is done, not to mention several weeks of season.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The teary woman nodded, giving a tremulous smile.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony looked at Elizabeth, noting her raised eyebrows and small smile. He frowned, bringing his head closer to hers. “And what, may I ask, is that look for?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, my lord, I commend you for wanting to comfort Megan. But you are hardly in position for offering advice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She came a bit closer, whispering in his ear. Her warm breath upon his ear was an unsettling feeling. He could not tell whether it was good or bad. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You have recently hatched a plan to get back the very woman that both rejected and humiliated you and yet you speak of having her look for a man who deserves her. Perhaps you should follow your own advice."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He drew away, pursing his lips. “Our situation is hardly similar.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laughed outright, startling their companions. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elizabeth, why on earth are you laughing in such a manner? This is hardly the time to be gay when Megan is suffering so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I do apologise. Lord Cavendish is to blame – he was the one to make me laugh.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Both women looked at him accusingly. To his side, he could sense that Elizabeth was silently laughing, having thrown him to the wolves. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Cavendish,” Cecilia said. “I hardly think that this is the time to be making jokes. Poor Megan bears a broken heart.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He grimaced when Megan started to cry, her tears falling down her face to mingle with the liquid from her nose. Helpless, he looked at Elizabeth who had just masked a smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Help me,” he mouthed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She rolled her eyes but nodded. Elizabeth stretched across him to pat Megan's hand. “Do not be so emotional, Megan. Would you want your rival to see you in such a state?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My rival?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, the woman who has taken the object of your affections.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Megan replied. “I would hate for Cathryn to see me. Do you believe that she can?” The woman seemed quite distraught as she wiped her tears away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Luckily for you, no. But she could have. What do you think that she would have seen?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My crying?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not just your crying, but a pathetic loser.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everyone sucked in their breath at that. Even him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Ramsbury,” he said. “Do you not think that you are being a bit too harsh?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She shook her head. "No, I do not. Megan is a wonderful woman, one who has much to offer. She has no need to cry over a man who picked another woman above her." Elizabeth pulled the handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to her. "Here, take this and dry your face. There will be no more cries from you, do you hear?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Megan nodded, eyes wide. She blew into his handkerchief and then proceeded to hand it back to him. He grimaced, imagining just what was inside the material.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Keep it, Miss Hawkins. I have plenty more at home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, thank you, my lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The change in the young woman was remarkable. She was no longer the teary-eyed victim, but a woman on the prowl. He leaned into Elizabeth. “I think that you may have created a monster. She seems intent on conquering this ball. Have you seen the look in her eyes?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would you rather she be crying?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Heavens no.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then do not complain, my lord. Let her have her moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I worry for the men out there who have yet to pick a woman to court.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, I do not. They know what they are here for and what to expect. We can just sit here and enjoy what will unfold, knowing that we do not have to take part."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had a point there. As the night continued on, Anthony found himself genuinely enjoying Elizabeth's company. She was witty and quick-minded, making him laugh for much of their time together.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When last did I enjoy such an event? Usually, I would be running after Diana, trying to keep her happy. I never did see a problem with it until now, sitting here beside Elizabeth. This woman is opening my eyes to what can be, how things are supposed to be. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "My lord, you appear to be overthinking."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps I am. What do you think your sister thinks of us?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is too early to tell, but she has given us a few interested looks. You are quite believable, even I could be fooled if I was not part of the plan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That surprised him. He had not even been trying to act like an interested suitor. He had just been enjoying her company, sitting beside her as she spoke to him like an old friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Soon after, a couple, whom Elizabeth introduced as her aunt and uncle, declared that it was time to retire for the night.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Just as well, thought Anthony. I need time to gather my wits about me.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He escorted the sisters to their carriage, taking care to spend time talking to Elizabeth and focusing his attention on her. He needed as many people to see them as possible.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Miss Ramsbury, I bid you a good night. I hope to call on you soon."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I should like that, Lord Cavendish.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She winked at him, startling him. This woman was full of surprises, He was certainly not expecting that. He quickly recovered, giving her a devilish smile that made her own falter. Two can play at that game. As she stood on the steps of the carriage, he took her hand and kissed it, taking his time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By tomorrow morning, they would be the talk of London. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    The movement of the carriage rocked their aunt and uncle to sleep quite quickly, leaving the sisters to quietly discuss the night's events together. Cecilia kept on dropping hints about Anthony, wanting to know more about him, but Elizabeth evaded her questions at every turn. She needed to process the night herself before attempting to explain anything to her sister. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Megan eventually attracted the admiration of quite a few suitors. I believe that it was all thanks to you, Elizabeth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hardly. She just needed a gentle push in the right direction.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A snort of laughter issued forth from her sister's nose, a hand quickly covering her mouth as she looked at the two sleeping figures. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It is most unladylike to snort, Cecilia."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister poked her tongue. “Do not attempt to scold me for something that you are guilty of doing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My snorts do not have the ability to wake up the living dead. It is a wonder that Aunt Deborah and Uncle Noah did not wake. One would think you an African elephant blowing its trunk.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “At least I do not sound like a pig snorting through a trough of slops.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, that young man that insisted on following you about sounded like that. Really, what terrible laughing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia looked as though she was about to return the retort, but she burst into a fit of giggles. They were ridiculously contagious as Elizabeth found herself giggling along, trying not to make a noise for the sake of the sleeping couple. She managed to compose herself enough to scold her sister. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Do stop laughing, Ceci. What if our aunt and uncle should wake up?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am trying,” she breathed. “But it is you who brought up that horrid man. I could not shake him off, despite telling him that I am soon to be betrothed to another.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose that he believed you to be fair game as you were at the ball, and it is your first season. You can hardly blame the poor man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia rolled her eyes. “Do not defend the man to me. As a matter of fact, we should cease to talk about him. I swear on all that is good and righteous in the world, if I attend another ball and have him hound me once more, I shall stomp on his large feet and walk away.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth could imagine her sister doing just that. She was highly impulsive and given to theatrics without much filter. Of course, she could also see the potential consequences of such a public display of anger. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You would have our names blackened by your antics? He did say that his father's brother's friend has an uncle who works for the brother of the man who apparently has the ear of the prince regent.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia's jaw dropped. “You recalled all of that? I could hardly keep the relations straight, let alone keep track of what he was saying. What a pompous fool.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth tapped her head, smiling. “I do have a long memory, remember that. Ceci, would you have your childish display reported to those higher in power? You must remember that our father is not a titled man, and while he is fifth in line to become a baronet, that will hardly matter to the aristocracy. The gentleman probably thought he was doing you a favour by speaking to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister pulled her head back, her hand going to her chest. What a dramatic sister she was. “A favour? Suffering his jabbering is a favour to me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth recalled that the man had talked rather quickly, as though he were trying to get as many of his points across as possible. Poor Cecilia, who was one to grow bored quickly, had listened to him for at least half an hour with little interruption. If it had not been for Anthony, the man would have never left her alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Luck smiled down upon you as Lord Cavendish was able to politely remove him from our little group. Unfortunately, the same could not be said for Megan's suitors.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The men had stuck around Megan for quite some time, paying her compliments and engaging her in small conversation. Elizabeth had eventually become suspicious of their motives when some of the men had started to send curious looks her way, their gazes heavy with interest. Anthony had noticed as well, going as far as to bring his chair closer to hers, and leaning in to speak with her. This had displayed his thoughtfulness, which she had appreciated at that moment. The last thing that she had wanted was a group of men all clamouring to speak with her. She had enough on her mind as it was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Cavendish certainly came to the rescue. It was our good luck that he decided to sit with us when there were so many women all wishing to speak with him. You monopolised a great deal of his time, sister dear. I wonder how you managed to do that when you hardly speak with the male gender in general?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth did not answer, knowing full well that anything she said would be used against her in the future. Her sister was a master manipulator of words and could twist the most innocent of meanings into something dramatically incorrect. Instead, Elizabeth inspected her glove, holding it up in the air, and removing imaginary fluff. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, that is one way of avoiding a conversation. However, you cannot avoid it forever, Elizabeth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth smiled at her sister, fluttering her eyelashes before making a point to look out of her window. She waited for a few heartbeats to see if her sister would be persistent in her plan to find out the story behind her and Anthony's budding romance. Or false romance for that matter. When her sister did not speak, she sneaked a glance at her. She, too, was looking out of her carriage window, watching shadows of buildings, as they travelled back to the townhouse. Usually it would be trees that they would watch as they travelled home from a dinner, and perhaps the odd owl here and there. What a night this had been. Elizabeth would have never thought that it would take such a course. She was not yet entirely sure what to make of it. Perhaps she had dreamt it all? She pinched herself, wincing at the pain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, not asleep.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hmmm?” Cecilia questioned. “Did you say something?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, no, no. I was merely speaking to myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia raised her eyebrows before turning to the window once more. “And that is why you do not fit into society,” she muttered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth would have laughed if her mind was not so occupied with thoughts of the baron. He was willing to go to extreme lengths to have that woman return to him, but at what cost? She would have never thought to create such an elaborate plan of secrecy and illusion just to win back a lost love. A false courtship? She had never heard of such a thing before, but here she found herself neck-deep in such a peculiar plot.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth could not understand why Diana had rejected the baron. Anthony had treated her with nothing but respect and kindness. Surely that was what most women wanted? She could not deny that he was handsome. Perhaps a tad too much. He was easily the most handsome man at the ball, which was why she’d received so many jealous stares from the other women present. Where she found most men rather dull, Anthony was anything but. In fact, he had surprised her with his knowledge of numerous topics and his open-mindedness concerning most subjects. He was intelligent, wonderfully so. She never did imagine that she would come across a gentleman of his class with such intelligence and Elizabeth had met plenty of young men who had studied further than the schoolroom, but it was their narrow mindedness that dulled their intelligence. Anthony was a breath of fresh air compared to them.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Much needed air,” she muttered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Did he enjoy music? They did not discuss music much, except for her passion to become a composer. He seemed encouraging of her passion. Not once did he judge her or ridicule her dreams. It had been so easy to speak to him, both sharing their intentions for their lives. Anthony's entire life seemed to be centred upon Diana, which Elizabeth found unhealthy. No one could be happy when they obsessed over someone in that manner. The woman rejected him and publicly humiliated him, for goodness sake. How much self-esteem could he have to continue to pursue her? Apparently enough to fill the ocean, because he was adamant that he was going to marry her some day.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was one thing to be rejected in private, but to have the love of your life retell your proposal in harrowing detail and proceed to laugh about it as though it were a joke was simply too much to handle. It showed that she did not respect him. Why could he not see that? If she would not respect him now, what could he expect for their marriage? A one-sided love would not sustain a long-term marriage, it simply could not. Part of Elizabeth was angry for Anthony, angry at Diana for treating such a good man horrendously. He had even gone so far as to relate to her the reason Diana had rejected him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is far from being serious and boring. The thought.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Elizabeth!” her sister scolded. “If you insist on muttering to yourself, then do so quietly. There is nothing worse than to hear someone constantly muttering words that do not make any sense."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth raised an eyebrow. “Do I complain about your incessant night chatter?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Night chatter?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. You mumble in your sleep, and yet I do not wake you up and begin scolding you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia looked affronted. “I do no such thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "If you will not believe me, then I suggest that you remember my words for when you are married. Percy will be sure to tell you the very same thing."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia narrowed her eyes. “What a horrid thing to say.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And yet I am not the one who scolded the other for talking below their breath. None of us is perfect, Ceci. It is best that you remember that. However, I hardly believe that my quiet murmurs should make much difference to your life. You are splitting hairs all because I shall not discuss anything of the baron and I with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia folded her arms, pouting. “Very well. I shall keep to this side of the carriage and mind my words.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia proceeded to sniff and look away, her hand going to her chin. Elizabeth knew that it was merely one of Cecilia's tactics to attempt to make her feel bad. But she was far too preoccupied to be concerned about her sister's childish ways. She shifted in her seat, turning her body away from Cecilia to look outside. Looking inside the carriage was not bringing her any clarity but gazing out into the darkness was doing her wonders. Where had she been? Oh, yes, the baron supposedly being boring. She had heard about Diana's wild ways, her overexaggerated joie de vivre. Elizabeth loved life as well, but perhaps she loved it in a different way to the flighty woman.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I should not be so judgemental for I do not personally know her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth prided herself on being a good judge of character, but as she had not met Diana personally, there still remained a sliver of doubt that people could be wrong about her. The problem was, there were simply too many slights against her not to entertain the idea that she was not the sort of woman that Elizabeth could get along with or would wish to get along with. Or perhaps she was just jealous that such a woman could treat a wonderful man so horribly and yet still hold his affection. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If that is the case, then I am a terrible person.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You can be a terrible person at times," her sister put in.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Had she just spoken out loud again? She must have, how else could Cecilia have heard her? And what in heaven's name was she talking about? Elizabeth turned in her seat, her face a mask of confusion. Cecilia was still facing the other way, but Elizabeth could tell that she was listening. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “When have I ever acted terribly towards you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia shrugged, continuing to stare into the darkness. Elizabeth sighed. Her own sister could be a stranger at times. There would be times that they would argue – all siblings did at one time or another – but never had she behaved in a such a way as to warrant her sister's accusation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ceci, when have I ever acted terribly towards you?” she repeated. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “When you keep things from me or when you refuse to see things my way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth sat there, stunned. She frowned, looking at her sister as she shook her head. “Must I disclose everything about my life? Can a person not keep some things to themselves? Do I not have the right to have my own opinions and live my life as I see fit?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia turned to her and rolled her eyes. “You always attempt to explain everything away with your open-ended questions. Do not think that I have not noted your style of debate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth looked heavenward and closed her eyes. It seemed as though her sister consistently wanted to pick fights with her for no good reason.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is it that you wish for me to speak about? What do you wish for me to reveal to you, oh dear sister of my mother's womb?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia brought her hand up and started counting. “Well, the first thing is that you refuse to tell me what is going on between you and the baron. Secondly, well, that does not matter anymore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    So this is what it was all about, Cecilia wanted to know about her night with the baron. Of course, Elizabeth knew that already, but she did not realise just how desperate Cecilia was to hear of her brief dalliance with the dashing baron. Although from now on it would be anything but brief. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, what is it that you wish for me to tell you about the baron and I?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Excitement lit up Cecilia's eyes. "How did you meet? I had not yet seen the baron, and yet you appeared with him out of nowhere. Can you imagine? My own sister appears with Lord Cavendish, and I know absolutely nothing about it."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth could see that Cecilia would not relent on the matter. She would have to tell her something, but how much to say she was not yet certain about. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I met Lord Cavendish by chance on the balcony. I had gone there to get some fresh air, and he was of the same mind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you immediately recognise him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth was embarrassed as she thought about the manner in which she discovered his identity.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, not at first. It was dark, and I did not see him, and as I did not know what his voice sounded like, there was nothing to indicate just who he was."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But how did you come to recognise him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He revealed himself to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, my goodness. How did this take place? You need to tell me everything, Elizabeth. You must!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So that you may gossip about it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia's mouth dropped open before she looked away. Oh, there it was again. Her affronted expression. Why must she pretend that I do not know about her favourite pastime? Elizabeth counted backwards from ten, knowing full well that Cecilia could not resist having her say. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "How can you possibly say so? Of course, I shall not gossip about my own sister."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth smiled wryly. "Indeed? I seem to remember a particular young lady who loves to relate news to me while we are preparing for bed."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is hardly the same!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth only laughed. “I shall say no more.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you must still tell me all about Lord Cavendish. He did not leave your side this evening, not once. Surely that means something?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It means that he enjoyed my company. It must be wonderful not to have a woman run after you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet he was running after a woman who clearly did not love him enough to keep their private affairs private. It would be easy to label him as being a hypocrite. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia looked decidedly disappointed. “Is that all there is to it? Good company?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What would you have me say?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That he wishes to court you. Oh, Elizabeth. Would that not be the best thing in this world? I have to say that I am relieved. Even if you believe that it is all about companionship, I believe that he is looking for more. He hardly allowed his eyes to wander when he was with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That was because he was pretending, not due to any interest on his part. All he was concerned with was having Diana return to him. A part of her felt bitter about it, but she did not want to think about it too much. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot speak for the baron, Cecilia. Time will tell if he decides to court me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She did hate to lie! This plan had put her in a tricky position between not being too obvious and saying too much, to pretending that nothing is happening at all. Should she tell Cecilia about the plan? Elizabeth thought about it for a few seconds, quickly coming to a conclusion. She could not tell Cecilia about it because it could still backfire. If anything were to go wrong, she would be risking her sister's marriage.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I am certain that he will. You mark my words, Elizabeth. It is only a matter of time before he comes to our doorstep and requests your presence. What will you say then?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth knew what her sister was asking. Was she going to refuse him? Not according to the plan. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I do find him interesting, and I did enjoy his company. Due to this, I would be happy to grant his request.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I cannot begin to tell you how happy this makes me feel. Imagine, my sister, being courted by the baron?. Although truth be told, I am surprised that he was able to forget about Miss Lambert. I last heard that he was madly in love with her."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And he still was, but he was now hiding it. And he was going to use Elizabeth to do so.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps he is trying to move on with his life. You did tell me she had publicly humiliated him. I am sure he would like to put that firmly in his past.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are right, Elizabeth, and what better way to do it than by setting his sights on another beautiful woman?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A woman who was going to be publicly rejected once Diana decided to come back. Well, on the bright side she would have her freedom. Once rejected, many men will cease to see her as marriage material. Anthony's rejection will paint me in a bad light, but his rejection will also free me to pursue my own interests. I doubt that Papa will be able to force anything or anyone upon me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know what I shall do to celebrate this moment,” Cecilia declared. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “To write to Mama and Papa. I am sure they would like to know about the baron's interest in you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Oh no! Elizabeth did not need her parents to be involved just yet. She needed to first find out what Anthony's next move would be. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would rather you not do that just yet, Ceci. Give the baron time to make his decision. I refuse to rush things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, I shall not make it terribly obvious. But I must tell them of our time in London – I am sure they will be waiting to hear all about our first ball. It is my first season after all. Would you begrudge me something as simple as writing a letter to them about it?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister had indeed learned the art of turning a situation to make it appear that the other person was in the wrong. However, this time she was not going to succumb to her mind warfare.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may write to your heart's content. But I ask that you do not include my affairs in the letter. If there is something to be told, I shall tell Mama and Papa myself. I shall write them a letter detailing my news.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia looked deflated. She had obviously been looking forward to being the first person to speak of Elizabeth's night spent with the dashing Baron of Bedford. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh well. That is your prerogative. Do as you will with your news."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth knew that her sister would not be able to resist adding little hints of the truth into her letter. Perhaps it would work in her favour. Once Papa heard that there may be a gentleman interested in her, he may forget his idea of finding her a husband. The letter would prove that she were taking the matter seriously. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Cecilia, on second thoughts, you may write about the baron and I to Mama and Papa, but do not lie. I refuse to be held responsible for any lies that you may feed them. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia smiled. “Crystal clear, dear sister. Oh, this is going to be wonderful. I should write to Percy and tell him that we will be married sooner than he thinks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, if this plan works out well, you will be married to your sweetheart, Anthony will have Diana once again, and I shall pursue my musical career. However, the thought of having a musical career did not fill her with the same joy she had had not so long ago. What was wrong with her? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony could not believe his luck. Going to the ball had proven to be useful. Very useful indeed. Diana may return to him sooner than anyone thought. Who knew that this would happen? He had resigned himself to having insufferable women trying to talk up their attributes to him all the while repelling him with the very same attributes. That was until he met Elizabeth. He was not aware that women such as she even existed. A woman who was refusing marriage for a career?” Of course, he had heard of a scant few women doing so, but they were usually women who could not find a husband – well, in his opinion that was. Elizabeth could easily find a husband based on her appearance alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But she had chosen to give up on matrimony and take up an independent life. He could only admire her for it. He may not necessarily agree with it, but he did admire her. Such great drive was seldom found in women. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No, that was not entirely true. Diana possessed a drive, but it was not necessarily a positive one.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was odd that he was beginning to see faults in Diana. But they did not make him love her any less. His love was not conditional. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But her love certainly is, a quiet voice in his head stated. There was no denying it, Diana clearly did not love him as he loved her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps he had not given her ample opportunity to show her love because he had been the one to shower her with affection. She may think that the relationship was one-sided.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But it was one-sided. He did all the work while she basked and flourished in his attention. But that was the way a relationship should be. The man was the one to shower the woman with attention to let her know that she was appreciated. For once they were married, her life would soon consist of keeping him happy, running their home, seeing to their children and hosting dinners and parties. But could he deny that he had genuinely enjoyed spending time with Elizabeth? She had been his equal in every aspect, but she had not sought to try and exalt herself above him. Intelligent women were well-known for doing that, in trying to prove how much better they were than men.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ridiculous really. That would be as if you were comparing the sun to the moon! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Women and men were miles different, not only in anatomy but in personality and thinking. That was just the way it was meant to be. Rather than trying to prove how much better they were, perhaps it would be better for them to find their match, just as he had found his match in Diana. Not for the first time a niggle of doubt started to irritate his conscience. Did he truly think that? If it were true, then why did Diana not see it as well? Surely a good match was visible to all?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He appeared to have more in common with Elizabeth than he did with Diana, which somewhat concerned him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Why should he be more comfortable with a stranger than his own love? There had always been an edge to Diana's exterior, an edge that kept him from entirely breaking down her defences. He had believed that a marriage proposal would be just the thing to close any gaps between them. But it had only served to widen their differences. For goodness sake, she ran away from him and fled for Paris. What more could he want to show him that they are on two opposite sides of the love spectrum?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But opposites do attract, at least that is what he heard being said by others. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That would explain why he felt what he did about Diana. His love for her was an all-consuming, night-tossing, feverish kind of love. One that could easily drive a man crazy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana had driven him crazy for want of her attention and love, needing to be with her. He did not know why she continued to deny her love for him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Although he had professed his love for her on numerous occasions, Diana had yet to reciprocate. Anthony had never been particularly bothered by her lack of declaration, for he knew that she loved him. Or at least he thought she did. One cannot be with someone for six years and not be in love. It simply was not possible, was it? He shook his head, trying to rid himself of any doubt.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His plan would work, he just knew it. Diana would be back in his arms before long, and as his wife no less. The strange thing was, he found it no hardship to be in a partnership with Elizabeth. She made things easy for him, so easy that he had momentarily forgotten that he was in a false courtship. This was the kind of relationship he hoped to have with Diana once she came to her senses. He no longer wished to put up with her theatrics, flighty ways and tantrums. They were both adults who loved each other. Therefore, their relationship needed maturity.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, there needed to be an element of enjoyment too. He could not stand a boring and tedious marriage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His thoughts travelled back to the comments she had hurled at him. She had called him boring and dull, a man she could never see herself married to.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yet he had done everything that she had ever asked of him. How could she find him dull? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony's troubling thoughts were interrupted by Felton as he walked into the drawing room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had thought that you were asleep,” Anthony said. “You specifically asked to have a room ready for you were too tired to travel to your own estate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am well aware of that. But I found that I could not sleep. You have yet to tell me about the lovely young woman you paraded on your arm during the ball.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you mean Miss Ramsbury?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton frowned. “Was there another woman that you spent the evening with? I only noticed the woman with the auburn hair and piercing amber eyes. Pretty mouth, too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony found that he did not like Felton describing Elizabeth in such detail. “I would be grateful if you would refrain from being too forward about Miss Ramsbury.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Too forward?" Felton laughed. "You hardly know the woman. And now you seek to defend her honour?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not defending her honour. She can do that herself. But I do not like you speaking of her as though she were a piece of, of –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of what?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Property to be inspected before purchase.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So then you do like her. Why did you not just say so?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because it is early days yet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton shook his head. “I never did think that you would find a woman so quickly. But let me tell you that I approve, I approve wholeheartedly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you for that,” Anthony replied dryly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come on, old chap. You have found a wonderful woman to replace Diana. Surely that is something to celebrate?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Rein in your horses, Felton. You are galloping far too quickly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton sighed. “Have it your way. But if you are not serious about this woman, then I would request your permission to pursue her myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony felt a rush of jealousy and anger. There was no way in damnation that Felton would pursue Elizabeth! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked at his friend sharply. "You do so and you are a marked man."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton held up in hands in surrender, laughing. “I said it in jest, Anthony. I merely wished to see how serious you were about her. Perhaps you should not play around and actually start to earnestly court her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So says the man who cannot bear the thought of commitment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Ramsbury will be a welcome change for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps Felton was right. It would be best if he made his courtship intentions clear to everyone. However, everything else that his friend said would not do. Elizabeth was not a replacement, but a lure. A lure that he would enjoy courting about London. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is an opera tomorrow. I think I might take her there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would Miss Ramsbury enjoy that? I distinctly remember Diana yawning throughout the last one you took her to, complaining about the lack of life in the music.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Ramsbury is not like Diana, Felton. She enjoys music.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, you have something in common there. You are a deft hand at the pianoforte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The more he thought about the opera, the more he liked the idea. Elizabeth would appreciate it. In fact, he had a strong feeling that she would love it. She had mentioned that it was her birthday soon. This would be his early present to her. With her on his arm, it would be clear to all that he was courting her. The tongues would start wagging, and news would soon reach Diana in Paris.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How fast is Mrs Clothilde with the needle, Felton?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Faster than any woman that I know. Why?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I am in need of a beautiful dress tomorrow."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you plan on buying Miss Ramsbury a dress?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He needed her to look ravishing. That would invoke greater jealousy within his beloved. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth abruptly woke from her sleep, sitting straight up in bed as she tried to deduce whether or not she had dreamt the entire meeting with Anthony. She got out of bed, immediately going to the water urn and pouring some water into a porcelain wash basin. She gave her face a good splash before making her way to the window to air-dry. Elizabeth made sure not to make her position obvious to the people who walked below – to be seen in her nightdress would not be something that her father would wish to hear of his daughter doing. The streets were already bustling with activity. She noted chimney sweeps covered in soot, smartly dressed men, and a woman selling a drink that many were lining up for. She strained to hear just what it was, coming away with the word 'salop'.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had heard of this drink, but had yet to taste it. She wondered if she could send a servant to get her some. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But that would cut into her time of solitude. Something that she was not prepared to do. She shook her head, deciding against it. Salop will have to be drunk another time. Elizabeth continued to watch the ever-changing interesting scene below her. Bakers carried bread on wooden trays, enticing passers-by with the fresh, hot smell. Pedlars promised tasty cakes although she was quite sure that they would not rival Mrs Black's cakes, their cook back home.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This was certainly different to what she was accustomed to. Everything seemed quite lively, from the activities of the people to the smell of the place. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She still preferred the countryside, but London offered an excitement that she was coming to enjoy. Or perhaps it had more to do with the baron than London itself. The clock downstairs chimed an hour which, judging by the light outside, might be seven in the morning. Breakfast would be at eight, giving her ample time to digest all that had happened thus far. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She wondered if Anthony had decided to abort his plan. It was rather an elaborate one that could backfire most horrendously. Then again, it could work out beautifully. Life was not without risks, that much was certain. Anthony was likely a man accustomed to taking them. She would not have come up with such an idea. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It took a certain level of confidence, did it not? One had to be confident in order to believe that such a plan could be successful. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But she had agreed to it. Did that mean that she was confident? She laughed. More likely desperate. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the street grew busier, she thought it wise to move away from the window and get ready for the morning meal. Elizabeth did not wish to call a maid to bring her some warmed water, so she settled with having a light wash of her hands and feet with the cold water in the washbasin. It was not altogether terrible as England was warming up. Summer had begun some weeks ago, the sun giving the country much-needed warmth. Elizabeth preferred spring and autumn, but the summer season held its own charm as well. It did not take her long to dress, picking a light, white dress with a flower embroidery along the bodice and the edge of the short sleeves. She was tempted to go without shoes, but as this was London, she thought it better to not commit a faux pas at her aunt and uncle's expense.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Although she did not suppose they would be overly concerned. They were a lively pair who did not seem to exhibit any of the severity that many people of their age seemed to. Elizabeth thought they would find her lack of shoes rather amusing. However, she doubted that Cecilia would. To her, image was everything.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A quick plait and tuck of her hair and she was done. It was not particularly stylish, but as she did not intend to venture out of the house, it would do. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth left her room, knowing without a doubt that she would be questioned about the baron. She had rehearsed a few answers, hoping that would satisfy the curiosity of her aunt and uncle. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath and went downstairs.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth's food was beginning to grow cold. Aunt Deborah and Uncle Noah had not ceased to speak of the ball, firing all manner of questions at her. They appeared to be just as excited as Cecilia, who was still eager to find out more about the Baron of Bedford. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My dear,” her aunt exclaimed. “Who knew that you would catch the attention of the most handsome man at the ball, the Baron of Bedford? My goodness!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The man of the moment,” her uncle added. “I always said that our Elizabeth was a special girl. Imagine, the baron himself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They made it seem as though Anthony was some type of god who was above everyone else. Yes, he bore a title. But he was not a duke or an earl. Those titles sounded far more auspicious to her. Not that she was one for titles, but she thought that a baron would not attract as much attention as a higher title. She was quite sure there was a duke at the ball, even an earl. Why did no one speak about them? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Cavendish is a normal man like any other.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So speaks the woman who spent an alarming amount of time with him,” Cecilia said. “I see it has gone to your head, for you do not seem to understand the magnitude of what has taken place.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth sighed. "Why must you over-emphasise every little thing, Ceci? Is he a god that I should worship him? Is he a hero that I should honour him?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "He is the Baron of Bedford," Cecilia insisted. "One of the richest men in the country. The name that lingers on the lips of every warm-blooded woman in England. Did you not see his chiselled good looks? His physique?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Cecilia! You are to be wed to another,” she scolded. “This is hardly a suitable speech for one in your position.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your sister is right, Cecilia,” said Uncle Noah. “Best you keep those sentiments for that young man of yours.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia turned a bright pink. "I merely wished for Elizabeth to understand just who the baron is. It was not my intention to appear amorous of him, for I love Percy with my whole heart."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aunt Deborah reached across the table to pat a suddenly tearful Cecilia's hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh dear, no one is implying that you do not love Percy. But if one did not know you, they may misconstrue what you were meaning to say. It is easy for a rumour to start – I do not think that either you nor Percy would appreciate a rumour of you batting your eyelashes at Lord Cavendish."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would never do such a thing!”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Calm down, Ceci,” said Elizabeth. “We all know that. All we are saying is that you should be far more mindful of your words when in public. Now, let us eat our meal, for I am famished.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No sooner had she closed her mouth around some buttery egg that they started up their subject of the baron once more.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elizabeth, we are simply delighted that you were able to catch the interest of a suitor so early in the season,” said Aunt Deborah. “You are lucky to find romance. And with such a wealthy man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia, who had recovered from her little wobble, joined in the conversation with enthusiasm. “We could have a double wedding, Eliza. Just think of what our neighbours would say.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth looked at her sister in surprise. She called me Eliza! The last time that she did so was years ago when she still looked up to her as an older sister. Just for that, Elizabeth would have been happy to join in the conversation, if it all did not bore her so much. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hear he earns a yearly income of fifteen thousand pounds,” said her uncle. “Could you imagine such a sum? That is not counting the true value of his entire wealth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aunt Deborah chuckled gleefully. “Our dear Elizabeth would never want for anything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not want for anything at this moment, Aunt Deborah. I am quite content.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Elizabeth,” Cecilia began. “You cannot possibly –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A polite knock at the door stopped her mid-sentence. Thank goodness. A maid came into the room carrying a beautiful-looking box.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A footman has just dropped this off, Marm.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The young girl handed it to Aunt Deborah, curtsied, and left the room. Elizabeth's aunt turned the box in her hands, her expression an interesting mixture of a smile and a frown. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wonder who this is from? The box is rather pretty, do you not think so?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is there a note?” Cecilia asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aunt Deborah searched the outside of the box once more, finding a note beneath the elaborate ribbon on the lid. A smile lit up the older woman's face as she read it. Elizabeth could not see what it said, but when she saw her aunt's gaze turn to her, she had the strongest feeling that the box was for her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This appears to be yours, Elizabeth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her aunt nodded and passed the box to her. It was fairly heavy and quite ornate, surprising her. Who would have sent her a gift? Anthony. Who else could afford to spend pounds on such an ornate box? It would be perfect to store her music sheets in. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I believe that I know who it is from,” said Cecilia. “The baron is obviously quite interested in you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Why did Anthony choose to send this to her now? There was only one way to find out. She took the note, an involuntary smile stretching her lips as she read it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A beautiful dress for a beautiful maiden. Would you do me the honour of  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    accompanying me to the opera this evening? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Cavendish 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The opera? She had ever been to the opera before. But she had always wanted to go.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What does it say, Elizabeth?” asked Cecilia. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What on earth had prompted Anthony to do such a thing? Oh yes, he intended on showing her off to his friends. Word would reach Diana soon enough thereafter. Remembering this brought her spirits down. Do not be silly, Elizabeth, this plan has been orchestrated to bring Diana back to him and free me from the bondage of matrimony.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eliza!” Cecilia shouted once more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do calm down, Cecilia,” scolded Aunt Deborah. “Let Elizabeth speak in her own time. Dear, what does the note say?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Cavendish has invited me to the opera this evening.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But what is in the box?” Cecilia asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A dress.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A dress?” exclaimed her aunt. “Do open it, Elizabeth. It must be quite extravagant.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth obeyed her aunt and removed the lid, pausing when she caught the first glimpse of the dress. Not able to wait a moment longer, both her aunt and sister came to her, gasping when they saw the creation. Cecilia excitedly tapped her on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not just sit there, Eliza, take it out!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But Elizabeth did not really want to. Cecilia grew quite impatient with her for she picked up the first part of the dress and held it against herself, her eyes wide with awe. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you ever seen such a beautiful dress, Aunt Deborah?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The soft white of the dress was a contrast to the gold embroidery that started where her knees would be. The slight puff of the sleeves tapered above the elbow area with soft ruffles that ran across the top of the bodice. It was sheer muslin, perfect for the summer weather. The correct undergarments would have to be worn to protect her dignity. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see a robe, Elizabeth,” her aunt said. “Let us see it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth carefully lifted out the burgundy-coloured open robe. It too revealed the same gold patterns along the edges and featured a train that would trail beautifully as she walked. It was quite heavy, as there were little stones sewn into the patterns, adding to the overall effect of the dress.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, this will look lovely on you, Elizabeth!” her aunt gushed. “Look at the quality of it all. Oh my. This baron must indeed be serious about you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth did not comment but looked into the box when she noticed something glinting in the sunlight streaming in from the windows. She pulled out a large brooch with a clear stone in the centre, surrounded by red gems set in gold. She simply stared at it as it sat on her palm, not quite believing that something so exquisite would be worn by her. But it is all for show, is it not? Cecilia gasped when she finally saw it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That must have cost the baron the moon and the sun.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “May I?” her uncle asked, holding out his hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth handed it to him, her hand feeling lighter as the brooch left her hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This must have cost a pretty penny,” he remarked. “He has acted rather lightly by sending this without guard.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth found herself torn between being happy and annoyed. On the one hand, she was going to an opera house, and on the other, it was all for show.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I should not be bothered by it all, but I would be lying to myself if I did not admit to the tiniest bit of jealousy.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It seemed that the feeling of annoyance won. “It must be wonderful to possess so much wealth that you do not care to protect such a valuable piece of jewellery.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew that she sounded somewhat bitter, but she could not hide it either. However, no one else seemed to notice the tone in her voice.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My dear,” said her aunt. “All this could be yours if you played your cards correctly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is how your aunt won me over,” her uncle laughed. “With a game of cards.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aunt Deborah flapped a hand in his direction, laughing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, you! This is not about us, but about Elizabeth. We need to ensure that he falls head over heels in love with her. This dress will go a long way in doing so."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Would it? Anthony's heart belonged to Diana, and to her alone. The women continued to fuss over the dress, so much so that Elizabeth became quite embarrassed. All this for a dress? She mentally shook her head. Although she did not admit it out loud, she was thrilled to be going to the opera.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It will be an adventure and something that I shall undoubtedly always remember, even when he is happily married. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Elizabeth walked into the large theatre, she could feel that all eyes were on her. Perhaps her hand on Anthony's arm did not help matters. Their gazes were like hot stones thrown in her direction. She was certain that they would love to pick up a stone and hurl it her direction. She giggled at the thought, drawing Anthony's attention.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What has amused you so?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Nothing in particular. I just seem to be the target of many a woman's fiery gaze."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is to be expected. Many of these women are friends with Diana and are quite loyal to her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She frowned. “They do realise that she rejected you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shrugged. “Such is the way of women, I suppose.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I ask you to not paint me with the same brush. I am nothing like these women.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are right,” he agreed. “Come, let me introduce you to our companions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth immediately felt butterflies flutter about her stomach. She could already deduce that they did not like her. How would they greet her? They headed in the direction of a tall, good-looking man that she recognised from the ball.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Nicholson,” Anthony called. “Allow me to introduce you to Miss Elizabeth Ramsbury.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The man smiled at her and took her gloved hand in his, giving her a soft kiss on her hand. “Pleasure to meet you, Miss Ramsbury.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She dipped. “And you, Lord Nicholson.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, call me Felton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I shall insist that you call me Elizabeth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled and nodded his head, releasing her hand. A few women approached them, each having a look that spoke volumes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Oh dear, they truly do not like me.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Ramsbury, I presume?” a blonde woman asked. “Lovely to meet the woman who has stolen our Anthony's attention.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now Catherine, no one has stolen anything,” said Anthony. “I would say that she captivated me with her beauty and intelligence.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Beauty and intelligence? How... nice,” she said. “I was not aware that you were able to find women like Miss Ramsbury in the countryside. Where have you been hiding?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The countryside,” Elizabeth answered.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, they do make them sturdy there, do they not?” another woman said. “You are wonderfully different.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth could hear the sarcasm in the woman's words. If they had claws, they would have enjoyed scratching my eyes out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Beatrice,” said Felton. “A good month in the countryside would do you some good. Put some healthy colour back in your cheeks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth drew her lips in, trying not to laugh. She looked at Felton and nodded her thank you. At least he appeared to like her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anthony,” Catherine called. “I was not aware that you were looking elsewhere. So many young women will be quite disappointed that we have lost one of our own to a sweet, little... normal girl.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman's meaning was clear enough. Elizabeth was not good enough for Anthony, likely because her father held no title. However, it was odd how they referred to the countryside as though they did not go there themselves. Most people who lived in London had homes in the countryside as well. While Elizabeth's family did, for the most part, remain in the countryside, they were not the only family to do so. Many titled families came in their droves during the winter months, returning to London when the season and Parliament were underway. Perhaps such was the way of the Ton.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elizabeth is anything but normal,” Anthony replied. “Shall we go in?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He did not wait for a reply but started to walk forward. Elizabeth sneaked a glance behind her, pleased to see the affronted expressions of the women. Anthony patted her hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not concern yourself with them. Enjoy the opera – consider it an early birthday present.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A rather lavish birthday present but thank you. I am quite excited. I have never been to an opera before.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Then you will love this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As most people entered through the double doors leading into the opera house, they turned left and climbed a few steps.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I cannot believe that this is indeed happening! I had only ever dreamed of walking into a place such as this, but now here I am. It was all thanks to the man beside her. And Diana as well. I would not be here if he were not trying to win her back.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were the first to arrive at the balcony, which she preferred. It would have been terribly awkward for her had she had to walk in and have many eyes turn to look at her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I have already received quite a welcoming committee, I believe that I have had enough for one evening. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come, sit. The show is about to start.” Anthony led her to an elaborately carved chair with a plush red cushion that matched the drapes on the stage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is all beautiful, Anthony. Thank you again for bringing me here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled. “The pleasure is all mine, Elizabeth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His smile did odd things to her brain. Best look away. The balcony filled up quickly soon after they were seated. But she was spared having to look at them as the lights had already dimmed. As the music began, Elizabeth hoped she would be able to handle whatever negativity would come her way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony had known that Elizabeth would look beautiful in the dress he had chosen, but he was not prepared for how breathtaking she would be. When he arrived at her residence, his mind had been filled with thoughts of Diana returning to him. However, the moment he had seen Elizabeth, those thoughts had fled with the wind.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Earlier that day, Anthony had paid a visit to the only seamstress in London whom he trusted to create a one-of-a-kind dress. However, as it was too late notice, Mrs Clothilde had advised him on several dresses that she had to hand. Anthony had gravitated to the white, gold and burgundy creation, knowing in his gut that it would look ravishing on Elizabeth. He often commissioned Mrs Clothilde to create dresses that would suit Diana's flamboyant nature. He had enjoyed purchasing things for her, especially things that he knew she would never find anywhere else. Diana always had expensive taste, but she was never openly appreciative of all that he did for her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth, on the other hand, could not stop thanking him. I should be thanking her! If she had never agreed to this plan, I would still be hounded by the vultures that keep a watchful eye on me.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony thought about Felton's reaction to Elizabeth. He seemed to be affected by her beauty as well, but he need not worry about him. Felton was a lover of all things beautiful, and Elizabeth was most definitely stunning. If I were not currently courting her, would he have pursued her? Anthony did not have to think long about that answer. Certainly. Who would not pursue her? It amazes me that no man has captured her heart yet, or perhaps she only has room in her heart for her music.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stole a look at her, glad for the dim lights that offered some form of cover. She turned her face just a fraction, enough for him to see that her cheeks appeared wet. On closer inspection, he noticed tears running down her face. This threw him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Why is she weeping? Did I do something? Is she having a problem of some sort? Is this a delayed response to how the women treated her outside? Seeing her tears invoked panic within him, surprising even himself. What should I do? I do not wish to embarrass her by making it evident to everyone on the balcony. Anthony looked around. When he looked at her again, he noticed a glimmer of a smile on her rosebud lips. She is smiling? He followed her gaze, seeing the romantic scene that the two opera singers were describing in song and props. Oh! Relief flooded his being. She is merely moved and enchanted by the music and passionate singing.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As a person who appreciated music, and indeed loved it, he understood something of what she was currently feeling. It had been the same with him when he had first visited the opera with his parents. That was where his love of music had been born, with his mother encouraging him to pursue his talent by learning to play several musical instruments. The one that he preferred was the pianoforte, but the harpsichord was a close second. Without thinking, he reached over and touched her hand, smiling at her. Anyone who could be so affected by music surely had a heart of gold. As soon as his hand touched hers, Anthony felt a current pass through him. What in heaven's name is this?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth, likely realising that he was touching her, stilled for a few heartbeats. He watched her first look at her hand, and then at him, a mask of confusion on her face, her face mirroring his, for he was just as confused by what had just happened.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They stared at each other, neither saying a word. Something had just taken place, but his mind was so frazzled that he could not think clearly. Slightly panicked by this unfamiliar territory, he forced himself to focus on why they were here, sitting in these chairs, watching the opera.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We are here as a birthday gift to her. But why? What is the underlining reason? Think, Anthony, think.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A fleeting image of Diana entered his mind.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yes, Diana. I love Diana, I want her back.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    These thoughts served to ground him to the point where he was strong enough to pull away. Elizabeth looked away, but he noticed how her hand trembled ever so slightly. He could feel those same trembles deep within him, and he did not like it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This is a game, a plan to win back my true love. I cannot afford to complicate it with unexplainable feelings.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For the rest of the evening, Anthony made sure to keep his hands to himself. There were times when he had to stop himself from reaching out to touch her again. It seemed like such a natural thing to do. But it was playing with fire. Diana had best come to her senses quickly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony did not recognise the garden he found himself in, but it was nothing that he had ever seen before. It seemed to be a mixture of an English garden and the tropical foliage of a tropical island. He walked through it, marvelling at how lush everything was. Something blue caught his eye and he looked up to see Elizabeth walking towards him in a dress that captured the rays of the sun. It had a life of its own, moving and shifting as she glided towards him. It was magical almost, as though a fairytale dress had been brought to life. Elizabeth laughed, a melodious sound that lifted his heart.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have been waiting for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He pointed at himself. “Me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. Come, sit by the stream with me. Is it not lovely here?” She held out her hand, her smile inviting and warm.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where is the dress that I gave you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth winked and did a twirl, and as the dress moved, it turned into the white and gold creation. “It is right here. Now, come.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She held out her hand again, and he took it, feeling at ease as he did so. She led him to a stream that appeared to be flowing in the opposite direction.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why is it doing that? Surely that is against nature?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is to make the water taste sweeter, silly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That made perfect sense to him. Anthony sat down on a clear patch of grass while Elizabeth went to the stream. She bent down, scooped up some water, and brought it to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here, this is for you. Drink.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He obeyed, holding her soft hands at an angle so that he may better drink. As the cool liquid went down his throat, it tasted like the sweetest of nectars that nature had to offer. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good?” she asked him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Delicious.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled and sat beside him, her body turned towards him. Anthony had so many questions on his mind, but he could not voice them as he looked at her. Her skin glowed like the inside of a shell, pearl-like with a hint of pink. He wanted to touch her skin, to see what it was that made her look so ethereal. As if reading his mind, she took his hand and laid it against her cheek. He found it to be warm and cool at the same time, with a softness that was like the purest silk.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So soft,” he murmured. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She wrinkled her nose at him. “Silly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When she lay down and stared at the rolling clouds, she motioned for him to follow suit. He did so, his heart feeling happy when she took his hand and simply held it. A peace entered him, a peace that he often craved. Without warning, she sat up and looked behind her. Her eyes took on a great sadness when she looked at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your love.” Elizabeth stood up and started to walk away from him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” he asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She shook her head but did not turn around. Anthony scrambled to his feet, worried that she was going to disappear. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elizabeth, wait!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She continued to shake her head as she glided away from him. He took off at a sprint, desperate to get to her. He did not want to lose her, could not lose her. When he caught up with her, he grabbed her arm and spun her around. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eliza –” he stopped. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Before him was not Elizabeth, but Diana.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Diana?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She started to laugh, an eerie sound that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why are you laughing?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Am I your love?” she asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, of course, you are."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She shook her head. “I could never be your love. You bore me. I have never loved you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Shaken by her words, Anthony struggled to make sense of it all. "Why are you saying this? Of course, you love me."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have never loved you. Never loved you. NEVER!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laughed again, a horrible cackling that hurt his ears. He covered them, frightened by the Diana that he saw before him. Suddenly, her face changed as it took on a hideous expression that he would never forget. As she walked towards him, he took a step back, but the creature continued to come to him, its mouth wide open. In a blink of an eye, he found himself on the edge of a cliff. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What am I doing here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He took a step forward, only to find the creature directly in front of him. The creature's hands came up, but they were not hands at all but claws that slashed at him. It pushed him, and Anthony screamed as he fell backwards. Closing his eyes, he waited for the fall that would surely kill him. When his rear connected with a hard, wooden floor, he opened his eyes only to find himself on his own bedroom floor, his bedsheets tangled around his body. He breathed out in one swoop, relief entering his body.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was just a dream, a foolish dream at that. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony was drenched in sweat, the sheets sticking to his body. That was unlike any dream he had ever experienced before. What was that all about? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps he was thinking too much about Elizabeth. If that were the case, he needed to get his head on straight. He loved Diana, he wanted Diana back in his life – that was the bottom line.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall make sure that Diana hears of me courting Elizabeth. She will come back to me before long,” he said into the darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He would get his servants to spread the news, making sure that it reached the most notorious gossipers of the barony.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It would not be long now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony could not forget about his nightmare. Several days had passed, and yet it continued to play on his mind. He had yet to tell anyone, mainly because he felt foolish about it. Why should he obsess about a dream?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A dream is just a dream,” he muttered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Unless it tells you how to make money,” Felton commented. “Then it is divine intervention.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony forgot that his friend had sharp ears. Even a whisper could be picked up by him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, you are right.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were quiet for a moment, sipping their brandy as they reclined in armchairs. All of the ceiling-to-floor windows had been opened wide in the drawing room, letting in the cool afternoon summer breeze. It had been a blisteringly hot day with little comfort except to keep in the shade while the sun beat down voraciously on London. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So,” Felton began. “What did you mean by 'a dream is just a dream'?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He should have known that his friend would not let go of the subject. “Nothing, merely thoughts floating in my head.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would these thoughts have anything to do with the lovely Elizabeth?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At times it seemed more like a curse when a friend knew you too well. “Thoughts are thoughts, Felton. They are neither here nor there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What a vague answer to give, Anthony. One would think that you were evading the question which leads me to believe that you are indeed thinking about Elizabeth. I do not blame you for she is a beautiful woman. Intelligent, too. I do like her. More than I ever liked Diana.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony guessed as much. Felton and Diana did not see eye-to-eye on most things, especially when concerning him. It was difficult having the one you love and your best friend at odds with each other. Felton, forever the gentleman, was able to keep things polite and civil with her, but Diana was not as willing. He could not remember the number of times he had been forced to make excuses for her behaviour and words. However, he still loved her. He did not judge her as so many others did. And yet she had still felt the need to run away from him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let us not compare Elizabeth to Diana, as they are two completely different women.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton nodded. “You are quite correct. Elizabeth is like this cool summer breeze – refreshing and lovely. While Diana is the scorching heat we just endured – harsh and unwelcoming.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony rolled his eyes. “You are insufferable. Let us change the subject then – there is to be no mention of women or dreams.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton sighed. “Very well, have it your way. It is odd to me that you have not wished to discuss Elizabeth when you are clearly courting her. Do you not like her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton was relentless. Anthony may as well give him some information in the hopes that he would leave him be.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This courtship is still in its early stages, but I do enjoy Elizabeth's company. Immensely.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then why have you not taken her for a walk through Hyde Park? Or perhaps invited her family to dinner? These are the very things that you did with Diana.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps I just wish to change things, to take a different route to courtship.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Or perhaps you are not yet over Diana and Elizabeth is merely a diversion.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony went still, his drink halfway to his mouth. Surely Felton did not know anything. He tried to find something to say, but his friend's words had rendered him speechless.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I am not ready to let him know about my plan, especially as he never approved of my relationship with Diana.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony tried to cover up his shock by taking a gulp of his brandy, coughing slightly when it went down the wrong way.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Cat caught your tongue, old friend?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No. I am merely surprised that you think such a thing. This is why I would rather we change the subject.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton shrugged. “Deny it all you wish, I only hope that you are aware of what you are doing. On a lighter note, I have decided to host a dinner party this coming week.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony jumped into the subject, relieved that Felton was not going to push the matter any further. “It has been quite some time since you hosted a dinner party. What is the occasion?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Nothing specific. I simply feel the need to have one." He took a sip of his brandy. "I would like Elizabeth to attend the dinner. It is time that more people got to meet the new woman in your life."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton looked at him, eyebrow raised. He likely believes that I shall protest against his dinner party, that is why he is looking at me with a speculative gaze. Anthony was of two minds. On the one hand, Felton may ask Elizabeth too many questions, and he was not certain as to how mentally strong Elizabeth was. What if she was to let something slip? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And on the other hand, it would be beneficial for him to have Elizabeth attend the dinner party. If Diana had not yet heard about her, then she would soon enough. Surely Elizabeth would not say anything? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is a wonderful idea, Felton. I am sure that Elizabeth would be delighted to accept your invitation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Really?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. You did get on rather well with her, and you did put our lady friends in their place when they attacked her. I believe that earned you her friendship.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “In that case, I shall send out the invitations on the morrow. It will be an evening to remember.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I certainly hope so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony was genuinely looking forward to spending more time with Elizabeth, especially in a social setting. Felton would be sure to invite those who knew Diana well and who kept in contact with her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I understand how Felton's mind works. He will invite them so that they may send word to Diana that I have moved on. What he does not realise is that doing so will drive Diana back to me. He could not have planned it any better himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Felton certainly does throw extravagant dinner parties, does he not?” Elizabeth asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were sitting side by side in the drawing room, waiting to be called into dinner. Anthony considered her words. Was this extravagant? He did not particularly think so as he was accustomed to more lavish parties. However, he did not want to make her feel 'simple' by mentioning this. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose so. Are you not enjoying yourself?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh! I am having a splendid time. I gather that my sister is as well. She has not stopped laughing since we arrived.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony knew that was due to the fact that she was surrounded by kindred spirits. He had quickly come to learn that Cecilia loved to gossip. Therefore, he was careful of his words around her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Felton will be most pleased.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I must thank you for the beautiful book of music you had delivered to my residence. Although I cannot yet play anything as my aunt and uncle do not have a pianoforte, I look forward to doing so when I return to my home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled. “The minute I saw it I thought of you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you have me at a disadvantage for I do not know what to get you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He came closer to her, not willing that anyone should hear what he was about to say. “It is enough that you have willingly participated in our plan. For that, I cannot thank you enough.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few heads turned their way, their eyes taking in every bit of information that they possibly could. Elizabeth must have noticed as well because she chuckled quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I believe that our nearness is much cause for conversation,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let them talk – it is what we want.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed.” A mischievous gleam entered her eyes. “Perhaps we should give them quite a show?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He touched his chest. “A woman after my own heart. We might as well get married right away.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laughed, attracting even more attention. Anthony simply stared at her, mesmerised. She has a beautiful laugh. I love the way her eyes crinkle at the corners, and how her nose slightly flares. She stopped when she noticed he had not joined in her laugh. He watched as her smooth brow creased. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Whatever is the matter, Anthony? You are staring at me in a most peculiar manner."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was just admiring your laugh. It has a note of sunshine in it. If I could bottle it and release it during gloomy days, I would.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled. “That sounded almost poetic. Do you write poetry?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Heavens, no. I am hopeless at it. However, Felton has a way with words that always seems to melt the hearts of women, young and old alike.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They both looked over at Felton, who was in the midst of several ladies. Their attention was fixated on him and whatever he was saying. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hmm, I see what you mean. He must be a popular man, handsome as well. Why has some lucky lady not snatched him up before now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony found that he did not like the sound of that at all. He narrowed his eyes, suddenly wishing that his friend was not so popular with the ladies. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If I did not know any better, I would think that you had a tendre for him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth frowned at him, her eyes searching him. Perhaps I sounded jealous? “Do you jest with me, Anthony? I? Have a tendre for Felton? He is handsome, but you are far more my type.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony could not stop the grin that stretched his lips. Hearing her words warmed his heart. “Truly? And what type would I be?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She must have realised what she said because she instantly coloured. The rosy hue was most becoming on her, accentuating her youthful appearance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I did not quite mean it like that. I merely meant that I would find you far more interesting were I indeed looking for a suitable husband.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That only made him happier. Her blush increased, making her cover her cheeks with her slender hands. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am making a mess of this, am I not? I did not mean to imply that I have a tendre for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He placed a hand on her arm, intending to ease her worries, but instead, he felt that same jolt run through his body as he had at the opera. It was as though he had pins and needles being stuck into his skin. But it was pleasant, if not oddly terrifying. He quickly drew his hand away as if burnt, even going so far as to look at his hand to see any burn marks. Elizabeth looked at him wide-eyed, her breathing as unsteady as his. Their eye contact was broken when someone accidentally spilt something on her dress.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, goodness me! How clumsy I am!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony looked up to see Catherine standing over them, empty sherry glass in her hand. He spied a glimmer of hostility in her eyes before she masked it with a look of apology.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I do hope that I have not ruined your dress,” she continued. “It is a charming dress, is it not? You are not angry with me, are you Miss Ramsbury?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He watched as Elizabeth smiled sweetly at Catherine. “No, not at all. It is only a little spill, hardly anything to make a great fuss about. I am not one for hysterics, fashion, or keeping up with appearances. It all bores me quite terribly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bravo, Elizabeth! Anthony could have laughed, but he held it in. Catherine's face took on several red splotches, her eyebrows nearly disappearing into her hairline.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, if you are certain that you are fine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth nodded. “Quite.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine gave a tight smile before she turned on her heel and returned to her group.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That was very well handled, Elizabeth. I applaud you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laughed. “Thank you. I believed that a taste of her own medicine was in order. She spilt her sherry on my dress on purpose, likely to try and stop us from having our little tête-à-tête. Perhaps she feels that if Diana is not with you, then she should have you, or at least one from their group. Being seen on your arm must be quite a matter to swallow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would much rather be here with you then sit a second with them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why do you associate yourself with them if they are not to your liking?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That was a good question, one that had an answer although it was not the best of answers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That is what we do, associate ourselves with people we do not particularly like because they are a part of our social class. In some way, our lives are intertwined for better or for worse. However, it might be time for me to take a step back. It cannot be healthy to surround oneself with such people."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "My sentiments exactly. It is far better to be with like-minded people such as your friend, Felton."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There she went about Felton again. Anthony was not happy that his friend's name fell from her lips so easily. Oddly enough, he had never felt this way when Diana spoke of him. Likely because she always spoke of him with great disdain. Elizabeth only had praise for Felton, praise that he strongly felt should be directed at him alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must count yourself as my like-minded person as we are quite similar in many respects. It is why I enjoy speaking with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And I you. It is refreshing to speak with someone who does not live for gossip, parties, scandals, and the such. The only major differences are our gender and your intention of matrimony with D –"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “With you,” he interrupted and inclined his head. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He watched her follow the direction he pointed at, grimacing when she realised what she had been about to do. She scooted closer to him until their heads touched. It may have been of a necessity for her, but it was a heady moment for him. Her fresh floral scent surrounded him, filling his nose to the point where he felt quite lightheaded. Elizabeth did not seem to notice as she spoke to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I do apologise," she whispered. "I did not think when I said that."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He merely made a sound, indicating that he was listening. Anthony was too caught up in the smell of her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall strive to do better next time,” she promised. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he finally managed to get out. “We all make mistakes, do not concern yourself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laid her hand on him, her eyes earnest and sincere. “But it is a great concern for we both have high stakes in this. It must go well for both our sakes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony could see that she was indeed bothered by her little slip of the tongue. Brushing it off would not give her relief. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I agree, but we shall hold each other accountable – that should be enough to keep us on the right path.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, we are a team.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "A formidable one at that," he laughed. "Catherine will not approach you so quickly the next time, but there is a high probability that she is building up ammunition."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I truly am not concerned about her. Soon enough things will return to normal, and I shall never have to see her again."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Not only would Elizabeth never have to see Catherine and her group of gossipers again, but that included him, too. Anthony was not sure as to how he felt about that. He enjoyed being around Elizabeth, but once he 'rejected' her for Diana, he was certain he would not be permitted to see her again. As the night wore on, Anthony found himself discussing all manner of subjects with Elizabeth. They were openly flirtatious, but he did not know if it was for show or due to the easy-going relationship between them. Whatever it was, he was enjoying it immensely. Anthony's attention was solely on Elizabeth, and when she was speaking with her sister or Felton, he studied her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She has a strong character but a kind heart, too kind at times. It is refreshing to be able to talk to a woman who is not trying to entrap me in some way. Elizabeth gives me her honest opinion without the need to sweeten it, which I appreciate. She is young, far younger than I am, but her soul is that of a much older woman. I see why some men would be intimidated by her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Most of the guests at the dinner party received her favourably, with only Catherine and her group of friends being less than kind to her. Elizabeth seemed to be able to charm everyone, so much so that he wished to remove her from the crowds and keep her to himself.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She makes me want to forget that this is all a sham. In fact, I have found myself forgetting that we are in the midst of an elaborate plan to achieve our goals. I have not had to run after her, appease her with gifts, or watch my words.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With Diana, it was constant drama. It did not matter what event they attended, there was always a note of terrifying unpredictability. Diana was able to manipulate him and twist him about her finger quite easily. She had seemed to find it amusing to ignite his temper by flirting with other men, making him insecure about her feelings for him, and yet he still stood by her side.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But for Diana to have done what she did to him, did that not indicate that she had not behaved like a woman in love? Here was a woman before him who was opposite Diana in every way, who appeared to understand him quite well, and did not act foolishly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What if I were to truly court her? To make it official between us both? Would she consent to it? Anthony did not know. What he did know was that he was treading on dangerous ground by having these thoughts. Diana could well be on her way, and I am entertaining thoughts of being with another woman. The peculiar thing was that he did not feel terrible about it, not at all.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth was not one for social gatherings, but she had to admit that she was enjoying herself. Anthony was wonderfully attentive, letting her speak her mind without the need to mind her words and opinions. Indeed, he seemed to encourage her views, which was a novel experience for her. Elizabeth could not have asked for a better dinner partner. They had all just about concluded the nine-course meal, which had included a symphony of flavours she was not accustomed to.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This was all rather delicious, but I could not recognise some of the flavours used.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Felton's cook likes to experiment and will often go foraging for new flavours,” Anthony replied. “This meal has gone well, but I have been present where things had not precisely been as acceptable to the English palate as, say, a tribe in some far off country. Felton humours him, letting him free reign in the kitchen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That sounds... exciting, for lack of a better word. I do not know how I would feel being presented with a meal that I was not entirely certain about. I do not know about you, but I enjoy meals that I can recognise. However, I seem to be contradicting myself because I have just enjoyed this meal and I did not recognise everything on my plate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony laughed. “Robinson will make a convert of you yet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Robinson?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Felton's cook. George Robinson. He worked as a cook on the ships for years before settling in London.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, that explains his knowledge of food. He likely learnt about different foods and their preparations from his travels.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose so. I can recall Felton telling me that Robinson has been to areas such as the Caribbean, North Africa, and the Orient.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The bold part of her yearned for such travels. Elizabeth had never before voiced her secret love of exotic lands, knowing that she would never be able to travel further than Europe. However, it felt natural to tell Anthony about it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I have read books about faraway lands and often dreamt of sailing away on a ship to some place exotic. But I suppose that well-bred English women do not do that sort of thing."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Not usually, but there are exceptions. You are an extraordinary woman, I would not put it past you to suddenly jump on a ship and do so. But I would wear a disguise of some sort – you are far too beautiful not to be noticed by the natives. There are pirates that sail our seas who would love to kidnap you and sell you to a wealthy, ageing sultan."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That sounded horrifying. “Kidnap? You jest!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shook his head. “Not in the least. It does happen, more often than anyone would care to think. Human trafficking and slavery is a large and profitable business for those with the stomach for it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth could not imagine such a thing. Living in the country had shielded her from much of the world, it seemed. “Perhaps I should reconsider my dream of sailing on the seven seas and seeing new lands. I would not enjoy being kidnapped.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He laughed. “No, certainly not. Best you stay in Europe and become the world's greatest composer of our time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled. For a moment, she was not the woman who wanted to pursue a life of music. Not because her passion had died, but because Anthony continued to show her that there was more to life than taking one lone path. It was so easy to forget that this was all a ruse until one of them brought up the very reason they had partaken in such a plan. Their lie was becoming too real, and it unsettled her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton interrupted the light dinner table chatter when he stood up and gained their attention. “Are we ready to retire to the drawing room once more?” he asked. “My good friend – Lord Cavendish – has organised some entertainment for us this evening. If you would follow me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As they all stood up, she turned to Anthony, wondering at the entertainment. “You did not say that you had organised the entertainment for the dinner party? What is it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is a surprise. I have the strongest notion that you will appreciate it immensely.”  He took her hand, placing it on his arm and moved towards the doorway.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are being rather mysterious, Anthony.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mystery is the spice of life, do you not agree? It keeps things interesting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She did not say anything else after that, eager to get to the drawing room. As they entered the room, she noticed a few young men with various instruments before them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, be seated,” Felton requested. “I shall allow Lord Cavendish to introduce our musicians.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony waited for her to be seated, finding a chair close to the front. He then left her, Felton taking his place beside her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am proud to present this talented group of musicians from our very own streets of London,” Anthony began. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "They are all underprivileged young men," Felton whispered to her. "Anthony has taken them under his wing and become their patron. They earn a living and explore their musical talents at the same time."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This news surprised Elizabeth. It really should not have done for he was a kind man. But there truly was no end to his generosity. It baffled her that a titled man could be so giving of his time and money. Anthony continued to fill the requirements of her ideal man, starting with his charming personality and good looks.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They will be performing a concerto for us all, so I ask that you sit back and enjoy it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    People lightly applauded as he came to sit on the other side of her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She leaned in closer to him. “That is a wonderful thing that you have done for these young men, Anthony. Simply wonderful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was the least that I could do to help the young men of our country. Too many of them are being forced into workhouses where conditions are terrible or being sent off to fight the wars of rich men. If I can make a difference in at least a few of their lives, then I shall do so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth was moved by the great feeling with which he delivered his answer. He clearly felt strongly about what he was doing and that only made her care for him more. She laid a hand on his arm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are a wonderful man, Anthony.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He covered her hand with his own as he smiled and looked at her. “Any person with a heart would have done what I did. Now, let us listen to them, I believe that you will enjoy this concerto.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He did not remove his hand as they both settled into their chairs to watch the musicians. She ignored the tingly feeling that the touching of their skin was producing. The feeling was no longer such a shock, but more of a comfort. Elizabeth found that she enjoyed having his hand on hers, perhaps too much. The music began, a dramatic start that captured everyone's attention.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How beautifully they play. She was glad that Anthony had saved them from an otherwise hard life. She turned to look at him, noting the tender and proud expression on his face. He had brought the beauty of fine music to all who heard them play. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They play beautifully,” she whispered to Anthony. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, they do. They work hard.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled and squeezed his arm. “It is all due to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked down at their hands and then back at her. The look he gave her sent shivers down her spine. When he squeezed her hand, she realised that she may have acted too forward by putting her hand on his arm and let it rest there for so long. Going so far as to squeeze him would have earned her a scolding from her father. However, it was such a natural thing for her to do that she had not given it a second thought. She coloured and removed her hand, linking it with her other hand and placing it on her lap. He frowned at her, a small smile about his lips. She smiled back, trying to assure him that all was well before turning to watch the musicians once more.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did I tell you how beautiful you look this evening?” he whispered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Several times.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled. “Then I have not done it enough.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Since she had first met him, he had done nothing but compliment and encourage her. She would not have put much stock by the compliments of other men, but he was different. Elizabeth knew that he meant every word. As she sat there by his side, her heart began to swell painfully from all the tenderness she felt for him. It was at that precise moment that she began to regret ever having agreed to enter into this arrangement.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It has put me in a most a difficult position. Had I known of his character beforehand, I would have run in the opposite direction! How was I to possibly know that men such as him existed? All the men that Mama entertained in our home or those that I met elsewhere have been dull fools with no single thought between them other than the norm. I must guard my heart, or he will leave me broken-hearted while he rides off into the sunset with Diana.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth had never experienced a broken heart before, but judging by her mother's experience, it was not something she would ever want to go through. The problem was, how was she going to keep herself from falling in love with him? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    The men and women separated after the concerto with the women moving to the parlour and the men remaining in the drawing room. Elizabeth did not want to leave Anthony, but she did not have much of a choice. Cecilia, who had been engrossed in conversations with the other women of the dinner party, came rushing towards her, face alight with glee. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eliza! This dinner is splendid. I am so glad that you convinced me to come.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not remember any convincing on my part, Ceci. I could not have stopped you for all the world.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia rolled her eyes. “Never mind that, just come along – Beatrice is saving a spot for us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Beatrice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. Is there a problem?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yes, a big problem. Beatrice had been one of the women who had attempted to 'put her in her place' at the opera, openly showing her dislike of Elizabeth. Why would she keep a place for her? Elizabeth believed she knew the answer. This would be Beatrice's opportunity to attack her without Anthony or Felton nearby.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nothing for you to worry about. Come, let us find our seats.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They entered the parlour arm in arm, Elizabeth feeling the tension in the room as soon as her foot crossed the threshold. Cecilia obviously did not sense a thing because she was all smiles heading straight to Beatrice who was sitting with Catherine.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Let the snide comments begin.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elizabeth! Cecilia!” Beatrice called. “Come, sit. We have saved you two spots beside us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I would much rather have lunch with the devil, but there you go, thought Elizabeth, painting on a smile, hoping it did not look like a grimace. She noted that she and Cecilia were the last people to sit down, so all eyes were on them.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We were just talking about you, Elizabeth,” said Catherine. “About you and Anthony.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh? I did not think that we were much of a topic to talk about.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Beatrice laughed. “Well, this is our Anthony. Whatever he does is of concern to us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are wonderful friends to want to take care of him in such a way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She hoped that they could hear the sarcasm in her words. Cecilia did because she shot her a warning look.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Do not despair, sister dear, I shall not shame you. But I shall put them in their places. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh yes," added Catherine. "We are most protective of him. Of course, with Diana, we never had to worry because we knew her well enough already having all grown up together. Do you know Miss Diana Lambert, Elizabeth? She is the daughter of a well-known man – the Viscount of Somersby. You must have heard about her – she is Anthony's great love. Oh, excuse me – was his great love. I keep on forgetting that you have replaced her."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She heard her sister suck in her breath, but Elizabeth made no outward action of showing her anger. If she were to do that, then they would have won. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She could not have been such a great love if she ran away from him. You do not humiliate the one you profess to love.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Beatrice and Catherine exchanged a look, their eyebrows raised. Yes, Elizabeth did have a sharp tongue. Beatrice shifted in her chair before speaking, almost as though she were preparing for battle. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They have known each other for quite some time. Six years, I believe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Oh, so they were ignoring Anthony's rejection, and here Elizabeth thought they were all such good friends.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I suppose she knew what she was doing when she humiliated him in front of you all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The room filled with low-pitched murmurs, but Beatrice and Catherine said nothing. They merely stared at her with cold eyes and false smiles. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That was misunderstanding,” Catherine finally said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A misunderstanding that took her all the way to Paris? I think not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you know what I find amusing, Beatrice?” Catherine asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “When people have opinions above their station. There are reasons as to why there are different social classes. Do you know what they are, Elizabeth?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, but I do believe that you will inform me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine smiled. “Well, it is quite simple really. It is so that we are not soiled by the stench of the lower classes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia suddenly stood up, but Elizabeth took her hand and shook her head. “Sit down, Ceci. We are not done here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But, Eliza –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I understand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth saw the hurt in her sister's eyes. Never before had they been so insulted, and Cecilia did not know how to handle it. Well, Elizabeth did, and it did not involve running away. Cecilia sat down, but stiffly so. Elizabeth made a point to look at her, shaking her head slightly. She hoped that her sister understood what she was trying to say. Cecilia nodded, her eyes a little misty. When Elizabeth saw the hint of tears in her sister's eyes, it made her angrier. A deathly calm came over her as she turned to look at the two women who had upset her sister. It did not matter that they had been beyond nasty, but it did matter that Cecilia was tearful.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No one upsets my sister and gets away with it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "The problem with the so-called upper social classes is that they tend to have an opinion of themselves that is neither accurate nor true. It is amusing how they choose – the operative word being choose – to look down upon others, and yet they are the ones to be pitied. Not all of them are alike – Anthony and Felton are excellent examples of men who are worthy of respect." She smiled. "The others... not so much. Come, Cecilia, it is time that we were going."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth stood up and held her hand out to her sister, who readily took it. Both Catherine and Beatrice looked ready to argue when their eyes widened as they looked behind her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Anthony!” Catherine exclaimed. “Did you hear what this woman said to us?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony was here? Elizabeth felt too nervous to turn around, not certain of how much of the conversation he had heard. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I heard everything, and I must admit that I am disgusted and shocked.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth's shoulders sagged. Anthony was a wonderful man, but he was still a social class above her. It would be natural for him to take the side of those he knew better. A quick glance at Catherine and Beatrice showed her their smug expressions. They were obviously certain that he had taken their part. She did not think that she could take his disapproval. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come, Cecilia, it is time to go home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, run along home to where you belong," said Beatrice. "Your kind is not welcome here."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth tugged on her sister's hand and looked down as she exited the room, but when a male arm barred her way at the door, she stopped. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let us pass, please.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, not until I have had my say,” Anthony replied. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have said enough, Lord Cavendish. Please, let us pass, we wish to return to our residence.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let them pass, Anthony,” Beatrice urged. “Let us not prolong their humiliation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As I was humiliated, you mean?” he asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth's head shot up. Anthony gave her a side smile before turning a stony gaze on the women behind her. Relief flooded her body. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Uh, that is not what I meant, Anthony – surely you know that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know, Beatrice. You sounded quite clear just now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anthony, darling, this is not about us,” argued Catherine. “You can hardly blame us for defending ourselves from this woman. Did you hear what she said to us?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He nodded. “I did, and I agree with her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A collective gasp sounded behind her. Cecilia was quite brave as Elizabeth watched her turn around and look at the women. Elizabeth would not do it for fear of her own reaction upon seeing their faces.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You cannot mean that –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I do, Catherine," he said. "I heard what you and Beatrice said to her. Elizabeth was only defending herself. Surely it is not a crime to defend yourself?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do not understand –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, I understand perfectly, Beatrice. What was it that you were talking about? Oh yes, social classes. Let me tell you something, ladies. Elizabeth is the most beautiful, talented, intelligent and honest woman I have ever had the pleasure of meeting. That is why I have chosen to court her. Diana made me a fool before all of you, and you said not a word. Not a word. In fact, you all had a laugh at my expense."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth could hear the pain in his voice, and her heart went out to him. Without thinking, she put her hand in his.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do not have to say anything further, Anthony. They are not worth it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony looked deep into her eyes, and brought her hand to his lips, bringing colour to her cheeks. Such a public display of affection was hardly proper, but nothing in the world could make her look away from his sea-green eyes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you are worth it, Elizabeth. You are worth a thousand of these women. But let us not waste any more of our time here. You and your sister are welcome in the drawing room if you can handle the chatter of men.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We would be delighted.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wonderful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He linked arms with Elizabeth and her sister on either side of him and escorted them to the drawing room. There was silence behind them, indicating the shocked state of the women.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You spoke beautifully, Elizabeth,” he said. “You put those women right in their places.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As did you. You did not have to stand up for me, Anthony.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I am most glad that he did, Eliza,” said Cecilia. “You should accept that Lord Cavendish came to our rescue this evening – he was our very own knight in shining armour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony laughed, a lovely rumbling sound that vibrated throughout her body. “I am not sure about being a knight, but perhaps your champion.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What prompted you to come to the parlour?” Elizabeth asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Instinct, I suppose. I sensed that you were in trouble, and I came.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ooh,” exclaimed Cecilia. “I have heard about this before. When a couple truly love each other, they can sense when the other is in danger. You must care for our Eliza quite a bit, Lord Cavendish.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Ceci!" she warned. "Do not speak such tomfoolery. We have only just started courting – do give us an opportunity to become better acquainted before you start throwing the word 'love' carelessly about."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth was beyond embarrassed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps he thinks that I have said something to Cecilia? What must he think of me? Suppose he believes that I have a tendre for him? But I do, and that is the problem. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not scold your sister, Elizabeth,” he said. “What she has said does indeed happen to some couples. My parents were a perfect example of this theory. Whenever the other had hurt themselves somehow, the other would instinctively know something was wrong.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You parents must truly have been in love, Lord Cavendish.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Cecilia, they were. Very much so. Love like that is rare.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony's face became thoughtful. Elizabeth assumed he was thinking about Diana, for she was never far from his mind. She hoped that Diane realised what a good man he was and that she would come back and make him happy.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony's mind was a place of confusion. Overhearing Beatrice and Catherine speak those vile words to Elizabeth had made him see red. The rage that had exploded within him had only been reined-in by his thoughts of her, what she may be feeling. More than anything, Anthony felt guilty, because he knew he was the cause of it. Those women were jealous, jealous that he had dared to go out of their social class and find another woman unlike them. It was a significant blow to their pride, and she was suffering for it. When she had stood up for herself, his heart had swelled with pride. Elizabeth had not needed him to help her, but he could not stand by and watch her be humiliated.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I may have made things worse for her. Who knows what those women are likely to say or do now? They are not above seeking revenge, and that worries me.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bringing Elizabeth and Cecilia into the drawing room was not exactly the proper thing to do, but even Felton had seen reason. In fact, he had been the one to encourage him to bring them back. The men would just have to rein-in their tongues for a while until the women were ready to go. As soon as they entered the drawing room, Felton came towards them and linked arms with Cecilia, guiding her to a chair. Philip, one of their good friends, was the first to comment favourably on their presence. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Two roses amongst the thorns. Thank you for giving this dreary bunch some colour. I was growing weary trying to keep the conversation going.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then it is our pleasure, gentlemen,” said Elizabeth. “Although I do hope that we are not intruding in any way. Lord Cavendish insisted that we accompany him here. It appears that going home is not yet on the cards.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony could have never let them go home until he knew that Elizabeth was fine, that she was not terribly affected by the horrendous words spoken moments before. He could not bear to see the pain in her eyes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The night is young, why return home?” Felton asked. “Unless you do not enjoy my hospitality?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony knew that his friend was merely teasing, but Elizabeth did not know him well enough yet. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Heavens no, Lord Nicholson. You have been a splendid host.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Firstly, it is Felton to you. And secondly, thank you kindly. I suppose I inherited my mother's penchant for parties.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I second that,” Anthony added. “I know of no other man who can throw such a lavish affair, and with no womanly help in the background. Well, except for your servants.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton did an exaggerated bow, earning giggles from the women. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why, thank you, sir. I shall take that compliment to heart. Now, what shall we do for music, for I am sure that our musicians are far too tired to play another song?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony had seen Elizabeth's eyes travel to the pianoforte, stare at it wistfully, and then look away. He was about to suggest that she play when her sister beat him to it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Eliza, you play the pianoforte beautifully. Surely you can be the one to entertain us all?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He watched Elizabeth's surprised look, followed by a quick shake of her head. “Oh no, I could not do that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why ever not, Eliza? You have been whining these past few days about not being able to play. Yet now you have the opportunity, but refuse to take it. It makes no good sense to turn this down.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your sister is right, Elizabeth,” he said. “Go on, play something for us. I have been longing to hear you play.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sighed. “Oh, all right. Shall I play something jovial and light?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They all agreed, and she took her place at the instrument, her back straight and her graceful hands poised above the keys. The minute her fingers touched the instrument, beautiful music flooded the room. Anthony knew talent when he saw it, but this was simply far beyond what he had ever encountered.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No wonder she wishes to pursue music. She is a genius.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To say that he was bowled over by her talent and skill would be putting it lightly. There were no words to describe the feeling that the music created within him. When her first piece came to an end, he was the first to stand and applaud her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wonderful! Simply magnificent!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She blushed, endearing her to him even further. The rest of their company stood up as well, applauding her and calling for an encore. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you suggest I play now?” she asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Another jovial piece," Felton suggested. "That piece you just played has put me in high spirits."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He watched her nod and return to the instrument, her hands first gliding over the keys before starting the next piece of music. Elizabeth played several melodies after that, each piece earning her much praise and admiration.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I have been lucky enough to know this woman. She truly has added value to my life, so much so that I can see how my life should be. I no longer want the arguing, the humiliation, or the cold shoulder. Diana would need to understand this before they were married. I need her to be more like Elizabeth.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Why not just be with Elizabeth?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The thought startled him so much that he did not hear Felton speak to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anthony!” he called. “Has your mind taken you to some far-off place?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He slowly blinked, frowning at his friend. “What was it that you were asking?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A duet, old friend.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A duet? I am not following your train of thought.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He watched as his friend dramatically rolled his eyes, getting a laugh from their companions. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You and Elizabeth must do a duet together.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Somehow that seemed like an intimate thing to do. He looked at Elizabeth, seeing that she was avoiding eye contact. She may believe the same thing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I could not possibly do that,” he finally said. “Elizabeth is far too accomplished for me – I would ruin the duet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nonsense,” Felton argued. “You know as well as I do that you play well. Do be a sport and join our beautiful lady at the pianoforte, unless you are too frightened to?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony narrowed his eyes at his friend. If there was anything that could make him do something, it would be to accuse him of being scared. Both he and Felton were daredevils at heart, always goading the other to complete activities that the average person would shy away from. Scared, him? Ludicrous.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, if Elizabeth does not mind?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked at her, waiting for her to lift her eyes. A faint blush covered her cheeks, but she eventually looked up, nodded, and turned to face the pianoforte.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That settles it. Come, Anthony. Your place is waiting for you beside your lovely lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony stood up, although he would rather have run away. Playing alongside Elizabeth seemed straightforward enough on the surface, but there was too much tension rippling beneath the surface to ignore. He took his seat next to her and motioned for her to begin, he would follow suit. She started to play, a soft melody that spoke to him. It was if she were talking to him and he could do nothing but answer her by laying his fingers on the keys and playing with his heart.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He felt every rise and dip of the notes, holding his breath when one was prolonged, and releasing it with the touch of a finger on a different key. As the music flowed around them, he was conscious of their thighs pressed close to each other, creating growing heat between them. There was both passion and beauty in their duet, a mirror of his blossoming feelings for her. Anthony knew that their duet was coming to an end, but he wanted it to last, needed it to last.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I cannot speak what I feel growing within me, but I can translate it through music and hope that she understands what I am saying. He could not deny what he was starting to feel for Elizabeth.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ending came swiftly, closing the line of communication between them. When their hands stilled, Anthony found that they were both slightly breathless. He merely stared at her, her expression matching his own. They were both in awe of what had taken place, her eyes a portal into her soul. The silence was broken when the party broke into wild applause, their compliments full of admiration and excitement for the astounding duet.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Simply sublime!” one shouted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Magical!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The best I have ever heard in my life!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have to play again,” Felton demanded. “We are not content with just one duet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony looked at Elizabeth. “Are you prepared for another one?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled. “Only if you are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony stared deep into her eyes, giving her his answer. She nodded, clearly understanding his unspoken words. They both placed their hands to the keys at the same time, and this time, she let him lead.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth was quiet during the carriage ride back to the townhouse. Her mind was filled with thoughts about the evening, confusing thoughts that brought her no relief. My heart does not seem to understand that this is all but an arrangement between Anthony and I. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mrs Potts had warned her that love came swiftly and without warning, which Elizabeth was coming to realise. How can I be sure that I truly love him and that it is not just strong affection?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She could overcome affection, but love was a different matter.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia gently bumped her shoulder with hers, getting Elizabeth's attention. "You seem awfully quiet for a woman who was the centre of attention for much of the evening."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am merely tired. You should be quite tired as well. It has been a long night.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am too excited for that. This dinner party was wonderful, sans the vile women who attended it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Beatrice and Catherine had trailed into the drawing room in the midst of her and Anthony's third duet together. Elizabeth had not noticed them at first, so engrossed was she in the music. It was only once she had turned around that she saw them staring at her with vengeful eyes. Anthony had touched her hand, giving her strength and comfort. How can you not love a man like that? The more time that she spent with him, the stronger her feelings became. She was heading down a dangerous path, and she knew it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not concern yourself with those women, Ceci. Put them out of your mind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister snorted. “How do you suppose that I do that? They were rude and spiteful, hardly something you can forget.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you must try. Papa always told us that if we put our mind to it, we can achieve anything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was also the person who had indirectly placed them in the position that they were in. If only Papa had simply let me be, I would not be in this predicament of losing my heart to a man who could never be mine.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia continued. “The good thing about this dinner party was seeing how much the baron cares for you. No one can deny that he has a tendre for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If only. Anthony is merely pretending, so much so that I myself am confused. The looks he gave her, his comforting presence... it was too easy to give into the moment and forget all else. Perhaps I shall ask him to hold back on his acting skills. But what if he should ask me the reason for my request? What shall I tell him then? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is a good and caring man.” Elizabeth did not know what else to say. She hated lying and wished that she could tell her sister the truth. But that would be disastrous. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Is that all you have to say on the matter? Eliza, he stood up to those women on your behalf, and hardly ever left your side. It was clear to all who were present that he is smitten with you. Do you not care for him in return?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, I do, Ceci. I care for him immensely.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You certainly could have fooled me. Your lack of response is alarming."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did say that I was tired. I shall be more responsive on the morrow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, but you do not mind if I talk, do you? My mind is so full I feel that I shall burst if I do not speak.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth sighed. “Yes, just do not expect any answers from me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, yes. Firstly, let me congratulate you on finding such a good match. Papa would be proud of you as well."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is handsome, intelligent, caring, wealthy, and I could just continue with a list of his attributes. But I am sure that you know them well enough.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth could see her sister pause for a moment, her head cocked to the side as she looked at her. “I must say that I am surprised that you were able to find a suitor during your first ball of the season. That is a one in a million situation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She felt like shouting out that it was all a lie, that Anthony did not care for her, but Diana.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Romantic success is not usually found so early on in season,” Cecilia continued. “But it is possible, and you just happened to be one of the few lucky ones.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucky? That is hardly a word that I would use. I hope that we reach our residence soon because I am tired of hearing the same thing over and over again.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia gave a little chuckle, grabbing her attention. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is it that has tickled you so?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you remember what I said to you when we were still at home?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You said a great many things, Ceci. You will have to be more specific.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You were adamant that you would never find someone to love, a suitable man who would share your passion.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In a way, her sister's reminder only served to hurt her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I have indeed found my ideal match, but he can never be with me. He is in love with another. Perhaps I have not truly found my match, just a glimmer of what could be.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Anthony eventually rejected her as agreed upon, the blow would be great. She would not need to pretend to be heartbroken. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You were right.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course I was right.” said Cecilia. “I am always right.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That made Elizabeth laugh. “Now that is what you call an exaggeration. No one can always be right, least of all you. But I shall admit that you were right in this instance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You should pay attention to what I say more often, especially when it concerns fashion.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no, I shall not get into the frenzy of obsessing about fashion. That I shall leave to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She heard her sister's exaggerated sigh followed by a drawn-out yawn.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You should, for you are helpless at fashion. Do wake me up once we reach our destination. I find myself in need of a brief nap.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sleep, I shall wake you up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As her sister slept, Elizabeth's mind travelled back to the duet. She had had no idea that Anthony could play so well. He has never said a word to me, which is surprising, for I have spoken of my love for music on more than one occasion.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had not known that he would be able to keep up so well and match her in every way. It was as if they were made to play together. She truly enjoyed their moment together at the pianoforte, the way they were able to read each other through music.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Each piece that they played had meant something to her. They spoke of her growing feelings for him, and unrequited love. The music had not needed words, for the melody had captured her emotions beautifully. Anthony had seemed quite immersed in the music himself.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If I were a fool, I would think that he was playing for me, but it was all for Diana. But there was a moment when it had seemed that he was speaking to her, trying to tell her something with his eyes. Elizabeth had been too afraid to read too much into it. She would rather remain ignorant than believe something, only to be disappointed in time to come. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had courage, but not when it came to her heart. That needed to be protected for she refused to become like her parents. A loveless marriage was not what she desired. Neither was a broken heart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Some days later, Anthony found himself in Elizabeth's company once more. He could not have wished for more perfect weather, especially for an outdoor event. The Havershams, distant relatives of his, were hosting a garden party to end all garden parties. Their estate boasted a large garden, and rolling lawns complete with a dam where some of the men were currently fishing. The younger women were seated on plaid picnic blankets while the older women reclined on chairs with hand-fans wafting cool air on their hot faces. It was a picturesque view, one that he had failed to take notice of in the past until Elizabeth pointed out certain things to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This would be a lovely scene to paint, do you not think so?” she asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps, although there would be people I would rather leave out of the painting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had noticed Beatrice and Catherine look their way several times, but when they realised that he was also looking, they quickly turned away again. Their gazes would also wander to the house, almost as though they were expecting someone. They were up to something. Anthony decided there and then that he would not leave Elizabeth's side for fear of what they may do or say to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is not how painting works, Anthony. You cannot focus on the good and ignore the bad. There has to be truth to what you are painting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I disagree. Painting is the one medium where you can lie to your heart's content. Just ask Mrs Haversham. She sports several chins in the physical, but her portraits seem to leave that out. Or Mr Davenport. He has all but three hairs on his head, but his portraits show a man with a full head of healthy hair. So you see, my dear Elizabeth, painting is a means of lying when it suits."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She chuckled. “That may be, but I see it as people lying, not the painting. It can only represent your truth. And if your truth is a lie, then it still represents a truth because that is all it knows.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did not know that you were such a philosopher.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She tapped him with her fan. “Do not tease me, it is not nice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I do so love to tease you – it is my favourite pastime.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then perhaps I should spend less time with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shook his head. “Not possible. I would hound you incessantly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She tried to hide her smile from him, but she only succeeded in making herself laugh. Anthony just took that moment to enjoy her laugh, which rivalled the sunshine. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You truly have a beautiful laugh, Elizabeth. I know I have said it before, but I cannot resist repeating it."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She coloured. "Why do you insist on saying things that make me blush? People might think that I have a permanent pink flush on my cheeks."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is very becoming on you. They might just think that you applied rouge to your cheeks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That ghastly thing? Heavens no. I would rather have soot on my face than wear the markings of a courtesan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony was taken aback. “What do you know of courtesans? Besides, many women wear rouge to enhance their looks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Perhaps if they did more walking and less talking, they would find that they had a healthy-looking flush."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have quite the sting in your tongue these days. I hope that I am not influencing you terribly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She shook her head. “I am hardly meek and mild, Anthony. I say what has to be said. However, my sister is far worse than I. She does not seem to know when to hold her tongue as she should. Speaking of which, where is she?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony looked around, spotting her under the shade of a large tree. “If you look to your left, you will see her under that tree.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I see her. She is with Megan – I did not see her arrive.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You were far too occupied with hanging on to my every word.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laughed. “My, what a high opinion we have of ourselves.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot help that you find me entertaining. You would have been bored had I not been here – admit it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She pursed her lips. “I shall do no such thing. I do not wish to inflate your already far too big male pride.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony laughed out loud, finding their little playful bickering delightful. He could suddenly hear a voice calling out to them, breaking their conversation. He saw his friend waving to them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anthony! Elizabeth!” Felton shouted. “Come along now. You have been standing about chattering for the past hour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Had it been an hour already? It had not felt so. Time passed so quickly when he was with Elizabeth. He found that he did not want to share her with anyone else. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would you like to continue walking or take a seat?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would much rather walk, if you do not mind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony raised his voice to call back to Felton. “We would rather walk – the day is too beautiful to sit about.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton shrugged. “Very well, have it your way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony waved and turned to Elizabeth. “Shall we?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. Let us walk nearer to the trees for shade. I can only take so much of the sun before I begin to melt. I prefer the other seasons to summer.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what of musicians? Which do you prefer?” Anthony changed direction and headed for the trees that would eventually give way to a not-so-secret garden.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Johann Sebastian Bach was a wonderful composer – I have many of his music sheets. Mozart is another excellent composer.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I agree. However, I know that you must have more. A woman of your skill will know many musicians.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course, there are many more. But I do not wish to bore you."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You could never bore me. Please, continue.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony meant what he said. There was hardly a dull moment with her, and especially no drama, which he appreciated. She lifted up one slim hand and began to count. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is the pianist and composer Johann Franz Xaver Sterkel – do you know of him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I may have heard him play some years ago.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her eyes were wide. “You have? He is one of my favourites. Who else have you heard play?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The violist William Shield. Do you know of him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes! Do you know of Ignaz Pleyel? I have ten of his sonatinas in my piano sheet collection.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course. I hear that he is soon to play in London. Perhaps you will accompany me? I would like a knowledgeable partner with me."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony could see that she was excited for she had not stopped smiling and her gestures were animated. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Anthony, I would love to. I would also give my left hand to hear Ludwig van Beethoven play.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In response, he took her gloved left hand and planted a soft kiss on the concealed palm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I could not bear to see this hand chopped off. However would you play?" He laughed when she rolled her eyes at him and sighed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was merely an exaggeration, Anthony. I would hardly chop off my hand – how would I earn my keep as an independent woman?” Her attention was captured elsewhere as she turned. “Oh my, is that not the most beautiful sight?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He followed her gaze, belatedly remembering that they were on the path to the fountain. They had arrived, and it was as well-kept as he remembered it, but he could not have been less concerned with the fountain at that moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is quite a sight,” he agreed, turning back to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony was not talking about the fountain, but Elizabeth. Her hair had caught the glint of the sun, showing shades of copper, red and brown. He had never seen hair so alive with colour. It almost had a life of its own. His eyes travelled down to her high forehead, and then to her eyes that had turned lighter in the sun. They looked golden, as though the sun itself had entered into her and was shining from her irises. Their walking had given her a lovely flush on her cheeks, the rosy colour drawing him to her rosebud lips. A sudden urge to kiss her arose within him, taking him by surprise.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What is this? Kiss Elizabeth? I could never do such a thing. If I made her my bride, nothing could stop me from kissing her. And she would make me happy, that much I am sure of. Elizabeth is the wittiest, talented and most beautiful woman to have crossed my path. When I am with her, Diana hardly enters my mind. In fact, this is the first time today that she has entered my thoughts. I cannot compare Elizabeth to Diana because she is more the woman that Diana will ever be.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony's heart clenched tightly as the realisation dawned upon him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I love Elizabeth!  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She is my one true love. I have never experienced this level of comfort, companionship and sweetness with Diana, but Elizabeth alone. Perhaps I have continued to pursue Diana because she is the woman of my youth? A great folly on my part because she has brought me more misery than good. Whatever possessed me to propose to her? I should have listened to my parents when they warned me away from her years ago. I was a foolish young man, and Diana knew the words to have me come running after her. I had thought that marrying my sweetheart would make my life complete. I enjoyed the idea of it but ignored the reality of it. Of course, I cannot marry Diana. She is not the person for me and never was. This woman before me is the one I love and wish to spend the rest of my life with.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But did she feel the same? He took her hand in his, but she was too focused on the fountain to notice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elizabeth?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony sucked in his breath as Elizabeth turned to look at him with the sweetest of expressions. His body filled with warmth as his gazed down at her, wondering if she could see in his eyes what he was feeling for her. Her eyes held affection and happiness with a hint of expectancy that gave him hope.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Do you love me as I love you? he wanted to ask. Something shifted in her gaze, a tiny line appeared on her brow. What is she thinking? Was that hesitancy that I just witnessed?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The warmth in his body rushed out of him to be replaced with cold as he realised what that shift was. She could never love me because she does not want marriage, she wants a career.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony quickly released her hand, the pain of rejection once more hitting him hard.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This is far worse, but I cannot show her because I would only humiliate myself. I have managed to fall in love with another woman who does not love me, and it hurts, even more the second time around. I cannot show her that anything is wrong. It is not her fault I feel this way. It is only my fault, and I must bear this pain alone.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had to pretend that everything was okay. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What did you wish to say, Anthony?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That I love you, but you can never be mine because you do not love me in return.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Only that we should return to Felton and the other guests, they must be wondering where we have got to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her eyes fell, and her smile disappeared. "Oh, yes, of course. Well, uh, we had best be going."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She turned away from him and started to walk back towards. Was she disappointed? Perhaps she wanted to stay by the fountain for a little while longer. But Anthony did not think that he could stand beside her any longer.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I am sorry, Elizabeth, but I must get away from you for my own piece of mind. He followed behind her walking slowly, his heart heavy. This was a lesson that he needed to take to heart. Do not fall for women who do not feel the same. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth noted that Anthony did not seem to want to walk beside her. At first, she thought she was merely walking too fast, but when she slowed her pace to accommodate him, he stepped even slower and looked everywhere else but at her. She was already hurt by his actions. This was simply too much.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anthony, have I done something to upset you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked up quickly. “No, of course, not. What would make you believe that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If he were going to ignore what had just happened, then she would leave it be. “Oh, do not mind me. It was a foolish question to ask.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth picked up her pace, putting more of a distance between them. All of her happiness had disappeared, and now all she felt was dread. Time had briefly stopped when Anthony had called her name. She had been so enraptured by the scene at the fountain and just the happiness that she was experiencing that she had not noticed that he had taken her hand.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had turned to him, taken aback by the emotion she saw in his eyes. Elizabeth had not been able to believe what she was seeing, but she had wanted to. Oh, how she had wanted to. Could it have been love? It seemed as though he were trying to speak to her with his eyes, but she would rather he just said something to clear the doubt in her head. Then he had simply shut down and released her hand so quickly that it had hurt. It was as though he were rejecting her, and it hurt terribly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, he does not love me. How can he love me when his heart belongs to Diana?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elizabeth?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stopped and turned to him. “Yes?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I apologise if I seem quite distant. I have a lot on my mind."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is no need to apologise, Anthony. Let us return to the party, I find that I am need of refreshment.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She turned away quickly, not willing to let him see the hurt in her eyes. She would much rather go home, but that would attract attention. Furthermore, Cecilia would not be happy with her. They reached the clearing, heading towards the crowd of people she would rather not be around until she had schooled her features into an expression that would not attract unwanted questions. She figured that Anthony would return to Felton's little group of guests, so she headed in that direction, pausing when she saw one extra person in their midst.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The women were crowded around her so Elizabeth could not see much. Must be a late guest. She walked closer, wondering if she knew the woman. If she was anything like Beatrice or Catherine, then she would not sit with them. She would rather be with her sister and Megan.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman's hair was dark and elaborately coiled into an updo of curls, which Elizabeth knew took hours to achieve. Her own thick auburn hair did not appreciate being forced into hairstyles for it never stayed in one for long. She usually wore her hair in a French plait or loose where permitted.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman’s gown looked expensive and not appropriate for a garden party – whoever she was, she obviously did not adhere to dress codes. Or perhaps she was merely showing off? Elizabeth was dressed in a simple white dress with a few touches of colour along the short sleeves and hemline. It was the perfect thing to wear on such a day as this. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I daresay that the woman is feeling uncomfortably hot in that dress although she is most likely hiding it. I would not be able to torture myself in such a way all for the sake of compliments.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She could only see the woman's profile, but when she turned to say something to another guest, Elizabeth could see that she was indeed a beautiful woman.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No wonder she has those men eating out of the palm of her hand.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Every man except for Felton seemed to be hanging onto her every word, and the woman appeared to be enjoying it. Elizabeth cocked her head to the side, eyes narrowing as she carefully looked at the woman. The woman looked up and started waving in her direction.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Should I wave back? But I do not know her. This gathering is full of people! She is likely waving to someone else and not I.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But the only person behind her was Anthony.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman was still waving her hand gleefully about when it hit her. This was Diana, it had to be. But the only way she would know for sure was to look at Anthony. Heart thumping, she turned around to see him standing motionless behind her. Slowly she met his eyes, and it felt as though the world had suddenly dropped out from under her feet and she was falling into the dark abyss. She could see the confirmation in his eyes. This indeed was Diana. And she knew that everything was about to come to an end. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth was walking, but she could not feel her feet touch the ground. Anthony appeared beside her and tried to take her arm, but she pulled away. There was no need for him to continue pretending, for she had seen the look on his face. There was no doubt in her mind that he was happy that Diana was back.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anthony! Darling!” Diana called out. “Do not take so long to come and welcome me back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her use of the word 'darling' spoke volumes. She was staking her claim. Elizabeth tried to move away from Anthony as they approached the group, but he kept close to her, saying nothing. Elizabeth's feet finally touched the edge of the blanket, and she found that she could go no further. Anthony stopped as well, silent beside her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Why does he not speak? This is what he had wanted, is it not? Diana has returned, and she is sitting right there before him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth dared not look at him because she did not want to see the expression on his face as he stared at the woman he loved.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana eventually stood up with some difficulty, as her gown got in the way. Elizabeth felt some satisfaction in seeing that, but she knew Diana would get true satisfaction in the end. She wanted to scream and shout at the woman, demand to know why she could hurt the man she loved and then turn up out of nowhere as if nothing had happened? Elizabeth saw no remorse on Diana's face, none whatsoever. If anything, she looked confident and sure of herself. Diana came to stand directly in front of her, her smile cold and calculated.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Elizabeth Ramsbury, I presume? My name is Miss Diana Lambert, but I expect that you know that already.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, I must thank you for entertaining my dear Anthony while I was away. It hurt me so to leave him, but I had to get a break from it all."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth said nothing. She could not. If she did, it would be the wrong thing to say. If Diana wished to pretend that she did not reject him and humiliate him, then Elizabeth could not say a word. It was for Anthony to say. But she knew that he would say nothing because he would be glad that Diana had returned. She stole a look at Anthony, preparing herself for the worst.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He is happy. Bewildered, but happy. He too was not expecting her to return so soon. But now that she is here, he only has eyes for her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What did she expect? For him to reject Diana and choose her?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I need to leave! I need to leave before I make a fool of myself. Diana and her friends would think nothing of humiliating her before all the guests. Cecilia would just have to understand unless Megan brings her home. She pasted a smile on her face, hoping that she looked natural and unaffected. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Lambert, it is a pleasure to meet you. Now, I regret that I must be going. Would you excuse me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, Miss Ramsbury. We would not want to keep you. Anthony is in good hands now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth turned and walked away as fast as she could without drawing unwanted attention.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Do not show them that you are hurting. Do not give them that power.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elizabeth!” Anthony called. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She faltered when her elbow was grabbed. She angrily spun around, yanking her arm away from him. “What is it, Anthony? Diana is here – why are you following me? Should you not be with her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elizabeth, please,” he begged. “Allow me to explain the circumstances.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, no, no, no, Anthony. There is no need to do that. I understand perfectly well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, you do not! You see –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She held her hand up. "There is nothing to 'see' other than to say that you are clearly happy that Diana has returned. And why should you not be? This is what you wanted. Your scheme has worked, Anthony. Be satisfied and return to your one true love."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But that is what I have been trying to tell you! I –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I already know, Anthony. Truly I do. I am happy for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth could have choked on the lies that she was speaking. Why is he tormenting me so? Why could he not have just remained by her side instead of running after me? He does not know of the pain that he is causing me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, Anthony. There is nothing more you need to say to me. When I agreed to this plan, I knew what the outcome would be. You would have Diana, and I would have my independence. Now that Diana is here before your very eyes, your wish has come true. The woman rejected you and humiliated you in public has returned."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She could see him wince, his eyes clouding over with pain. But she needed him to leave her alone and let her lick her wounds in peace. She could not understand why he was insisting on speaking to her when everything was crystal clear. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Our arrangement is complete,” she continued. “You do not owe me anything else. Once word reaches my father that you have rejected me, he will cease to force marriage on me for no other man will want me. You will marry the love of your life, my sister will marry her sweetheart, and I shall live my life in peace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why will you not just listen to what I have to say?” he demanded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What more could you possibly wish to say to me? Why are you standing here instead of being with her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She pointed her head behind him, and he turned to see Diana watching them. Elizabeth had noticed the woman's concentrated gaze upon them as soon as she had turned around to speak to Anthony.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She does not want him anywhere near me. How can he love a woman like that? Not once did she express any regret for what she has done, not even a remorseful expression. To say that I was merely keeping him entertained while she was away was meant to be a jab. She wants to hurt me, her actions no doubt fuelled by Beatrice and Catherine. They would have told her everything about what happened at Felton's dinner party. I knew that they would not have been able to let it go.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth watched as Anthony's mouth opened and closed without a word escaping through. He does not even have the words to speak. But what else could he say except 'thank you, our work is done'? He should be happy.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Return to Diana, Anthony. I wish you all the best.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is that all you wish to say to me?” he finally got out. “Is this how it all ends?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What more did you expect? You have what you wanted. Once Cecilia is married, I shall have what I have always wanted."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Independence," he said sadly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. A chance to focus my time and attention on my music. Perhaps you will hear me play one day in a grand theatre.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled sadly. “Perhaps.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will be married then with little ones running amok.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony looked away from her. Why was he not happier?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will you be happy?” he asked quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What kind of a question is that? Of course, I shall be happy! Do I not look happy?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth smiled, but she could feel her tears trying to push through to the surface. She could not stand here and speak with him any longer. Without another word to him, she turned on her heel and ran away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth was not certain in which direction she was running as her aim was to put as much distance as possible between Anthony and herself. She quickly glanced behind her, a part of her hoping that he had followed her. Foolishness! She had very nearly pushed him into the arms of his beloved. How could she have the hope of him following her? She stopped and took in her surroundings, noting a vegetable patch with servants tending it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She did not recall seeing a vegetable patch during the grand tour of the house and estate. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The hostess had taken all of her new guests around her home, showing off the renovations recently done, as well as the beautifully manicured lawn on which the garden party was currently being held. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps it was not customary to show vegetable gardens. Elizabeth frowned. She must have run further than she thought she had. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Behind her the house was still visible, but the party was not. Before her lay acres of land that not only boasted a well-tended garden, but also sheep that were grazing beyond the border wall. Elizabeth squinted, seeing several trees that resembled orange trees. But she was too far away to be sure.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It truly was quite beautiful. It almost took the bite out of the unfortunate circumstance in which she found herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No, not unfortunate. Was this not what she had wanted from the very beginning? To be freed from matrimony? Elizabeth sighed as she took a seat upon a flat rock. The servants had only given her a brief and curious look before returning to their tasks at hand. At least she was not some spectacle to be watched. She had felt the keen gazes of some of the guests as she had conversed with Anthony. And no wonder. For they too must have realised that something dramatic had taken place.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps they were anticipating their return, waiting to see what would take place once Anthony realised Diana was in their midst. Had Elizabeth known that she was sitting among his friends, she would have gathered her sister and left well before meeting her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia! In her desperation, she had forgotten all about her sister. What kind of a sister was she? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But how would she reach her sister without being noticed by anyone? She was of no mind to return from whence she came, knowing that she was the current topic of conversation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A part of her wished to know what Anthony would say in her defence. But then again, he may remain silent as he looked on his love with adoration. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No, she was not in the least prepared to return.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps I shall sit here for just a moment and take in the scenery. Cecilia will likely not realise that I am no longer among the guests, so taken is she with the most recent gossip. Megan had come armed with new information, but if her sister had in fact noticed that Diana Lambert had returned, she may come looking for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A struggle took place in her mind. Risk certain humiliation and pain to assure her sister that she was indeed all right, or remain in her position until she was certain of how to get to her sister without needing to pass by Anthony and Diana? Who knew how long it would take for her to find another way of getting to her sister? She would merely have to be the mature woman that she was and return. Cecilia would need to leave with her for Elizabeth did not wish to remain at the garden party a moment longer than necessary. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If Cecilia had any true affection for her, she would agree to leave. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Decision made, she stood up, only to sit back down again. “I cannot see him again,” she said out loud. “I simply cannot! The wound is too fresh.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia would just have to forgive her for her heart could not take another arrow of rejection aimed at her. The peculiar thing was that she could not feel anything. She was completely numb. Surely she should be crying? At least that would be a release of emotions rather than the deadness within her. She was carrying a deadweight of emotions but could not feel them as she ought to. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How she wished that she was at home playing the pianoforte, then all else would fade away. It did not seem that long ago when she did not have any troubles in her life except the learning of new music. Her whole life had centred around her music, and her future aspirations had been crystal clear.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But now it seemed a lifetime ago. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth was no longer the same woman who had come to London for the season. She was not sure as to who she was anymore. Would she become like Mama? Unhappy and bitter? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She shrugged, bending at her waist to pick a slender stick up off the ground. There was some dry soil surrounding the stone where she sat, and she found herself drawing musical notes, her chin firmly on her knees. Elizabeth began to hum a melody, a sweet one that spoke of young love. It was the wrong choice of music considering the circumstances, but it was what flowed from her heart nonetheless.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Watching Elizabeth run away had pulled at his heart in a most painful manner. It was as if she were running away with a happier part of him, leaving behind a confused man without a thought in his head about what to do about his situation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why would you not listen to me?” he whispered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony still stood where Elizabeth had left him, trying to come to terms with his jumbled feelings. Diana is here, but Elizabeth is gone. I should be happier – is this not what I created the plan for? To return her to me quickly? And now she is here.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Why was he not joyful? Why had he run after Elizabeth when Diana had been right there before him? He had seen her surprised look when he had taken off after Elizabeth, hearing her angry call for him to return to her. But Anthony had not listened, for he could not. The further Elizabeth had gone, the lower his heart sank. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Catching her did not help him in the slightest. She still chose to leave him. He could not even explain himself for heaven's sake.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But what would he have told her? Could he have confessed his feelings knowing that the woman he had fought so hard to get had come back? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Had he told her of his feelings, would she still have rejected him? She seemed firm about attaining her independence. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A hand with sharp nails suddenly latched itself to his arm, startling him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anthony, darling. Would you embarrass me so before our friends? Do return to the party and cease to think about that woman.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His brow heavily creased, he turned to look at the face of the woman he had obsessed over for the better part of six years. She was still beautiful, but there was a cruelness to her that he had never noticed before. Could this be due to his time spent with someone who had shown him what the love of a woman should be? Anthony shook his arm away, belatedly realising that his actions may seem harsh. He tried to soften it with a smile, one that sat tightly on his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I could not have just let her go like that, Diana. I was courting her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But now I have returned. I am sure that she understands your love for me. There is simply no possible way that you could love her the way that you love me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony searched her eyes. “But do you love me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana began to laugh, but the sound of it grated upon his nerves. He could not help but compare it to Elizabeth's laugh. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What a silly question to pose, Anthony, dear. Come, let us return to our companions before they begin to think that you actually may have feelings for that simple girl.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took his arm once more, this time pulling him along. Anthony allowed himself to be led by her, his thoughts still in turmoil. They approached their friends who grew silent as they neared, their eyes curious. Diana stopped before them, slender hands planted on her hips, brow raised in question. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why have you all become so silent? There should be rejoicing, for Anthony and I shall soon be married!"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everyone stared at them for a moment, looking more so at him than Diana.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If I do not do or say something, Diana will surely throw a tantrum, although we have yet to discuss anything related to matrimony. He decided that a smile would suffice, a small smile that would be the confirmation their friends needed. The group was suddenly filled with chatter, squeals, clapping and words to congratulate them. The only one to remain silent was Felton, who merely stared at him, his eyes narrowed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony knew that his friend would be the only one to understand his request. He looked Felton straight in the eyes and mouthed the words 'go to her, find her'.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nodding, Felton immediately got up and slipped away from the group. He went unnoticed as everyone's eyes were on Diana, who could not have been any happier to be the focus of her audience. Anthony took a seat on the blanket, trying to be pleased that Diana had returned. But his mind continued to stray to the auburn-haired beauty with the amber eyes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth found that she could no longer sit about fretting over a situation she could not change. There was nothing for it. She simply had to return, collect her sister, and go home. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As she walked back to the party, she spoke the same words over and over again to herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not a coward, I am not a coward. I am a strong woman with her whole life ahead of her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    However, as soon as she spotted the garden party still in full swing before her, everything in her being wanted to turn around and run as fast as she could. She went so far as to turn her body, but a step could not be taken when a gentle hand held her forearm. Thinking that it was Anthony, she took a deep breath and turned back to pummel him with her words, only to encounter the worried gaze of his friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Felton? Why are you not with the rest of your companions?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anthony has asked for me to see how you are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth looked to the side, unwilling for him to see the flash of pain in her eyes. He wished to know how I am, why? What good would it do either of us? Her numbness began to crack, letting in the emotions she knew were waiting to be unleashed. She forced herself to school her features before looking at Felton again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tell your friend that he is not to worry about me. Diana is back, and he still loves her. I wish them all the happiness in the world.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Liar.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She watched Felton shake his head, his eyes full of understanding.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not give up, Elizabeth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sighed. “This is not a case of giving up, Felton. It is a case of common sense.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Common sense? This is anything but common sense!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth looked at him, praying that she would not say anything to betray her feelings for Anthony. Did he know of the plan? Anthony did not say that he had told Felton. She decided to test him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Plans are not always successful, Felton. Anthony may have courted me for this short while, but I would have been foolish to believe that his love for Diana had died. Fate has run its course.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Fate?" he asked. "I had hoped that he would put aside his ridiculous wish for Diana to return to him, but I see that he did not. This is not fate, Elizabeth, but a well thought out plan that I daresay you were a part of. There is simply no possible way that you would have simply walked away being the headstrong woman that you are. If anything, you would have given Diana choice words about her cruel treatment of Anthony."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    So he did know.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “When did you find out?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As soon as you had seen Diana. You did not question anything, you simply walked away. Why?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because it was what he had wanted. You know that better than anyone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I also know how much she hurt him. You would never do that to him, Elizabeth, this I am sure of. Do not give up on him. You are a much better match for him than Diana will ever be. He needs you in his life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She would not put her heart on a platter only for him to throw it to the pigs. “You are mistaken if you believe that it is all about suitability. Anthony loves Diana, he does not love me. Would you have me pursue a man who loves another woman?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you certain that he loves her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laughed a bitter sound that was terrible to hear, even to her own ears. "What kind of a question is that? Of course, he loves her. This has always been about Diana."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And her music, lest she forget that.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Anthony is confused. Severely so. Having Diana near him will not do him any good either. But I find that the most important question to ask here is whether or not you, in fact, love him?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth stared at him, unable to answer. What good would it do her to confess her feelings? She would only be a fool to do so. The sound of laughter attracted her attention, and she found herself involuntarily turning to inspect the source. Her breath caught in her throat as she took in the scene before her. Anthony looked perfect beside Diana, two dark heads who undoubtedly attracted attention wherever they went. She watched as Diana placed her hand in his and then looked directly at her. Elizabeth waited to see what Anthony would do, half hoping that he would remove his hand. But he did not. Instead, he stared at the entwined hands, and then looked up at Diana, smiling. If Elizabeth could have cut out her own heart and thrown it into the sea, she would have. She stifled a gasp as an inexplicable pain erupted within her, choking her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elizabeth,” Felton said. “Do you love him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath in, needing to control her expression. It was time to return home. Rather than answer his question, she said the only thing that she could say at that moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would you please collect my sister, Felton? I find that I am not doing too well. Perhaps the heat has been simply too much this day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Silence. She looked at him, wondering why he had failed to answer her. Seeing the sadness in the nobleman's eyes was nearly her undoing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Felton?” she asked again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He not only collected her sister but also escorted them to their carriage. Once they were settled inside, she looked out of the window and bid him farewell. Only he did not reply in kind. Instead, he spoke a few words that stayed with her throughout her journey to their residence. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wish that things had been different.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Peace was what she craved, but it continued to elude her as her sister pestered her with questions. “Why did we have to leave the garden party so early?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have a headache.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia frowned. “A headache? Eliza, you were well when I last saw you with the baron.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A great deal of time has passed since I last saw you speaking with Megan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister settled back into her seat, but no sooner had Elizabeth closed her eyes than Cecilia chose to speak again. “The most peculiar thing happened today, but I am not entirely sure about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth did not even want to ask what it was, but she knew what was expected of her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what may that have been?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I may have seen Miss Diana Lambert today.” Cecilia laughed. “But surely I could not have? She is in Paris. Why would she choose to attend an event where Anthony would be? Did she not reject him? And he is not courting you? But he did not escort us to the carriage. Why is that, Eliza?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps if she did not answer, Cecilia would stop her questioning. It was not likely to happen, but she could hope. Elizabeth laid her head against the seat and tilted it upwards, eyes closed. It did not take long during their carriage ride for her to realise that the early arrival of Diana may not work in her favour after all. Their father may still continue with his ultimatum, believing that one brief and failed courtship was not enough to renounce marriage altogether. If Cecilia found out the nature of this courtship, she would be livid. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Has something happened, Eliza?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth scrunched up her face, a harsh retort begging to be released from her tongue. To her relief, the carriage began to slow down. She could feel her sister's eyes on her, but she refused to look her way.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eliza? Will you ignore me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The carriage came to a complete stop, and before the footman could open the doors, Elizabeth burst out of the contraption and hurried to the door. It opened as she reached it, but she took no notice of the person holding it open. She swept past them and stormed up the stairs to her room. To her dismay, her sister followed closely behind her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eliza! What is the meaning of this? Why do you ignore my questions? Has something happened?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth rounded on her sister. “Would you stop pestering me with questions that I have no desire to answer? Now, kindly leave my room and let me rest.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Certainly not! Something has happened, and I daresay that I know precisely what it is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth raised an eyebrow. “Then why ask me? You apparently know everything without me needing to enlighten you. Well done, Cecilia!” She turned away. “Please, leave my room.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Has the baron rejected you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hearing the words being spoken were like a knife to her chest. She gripped the area, so sure that her life's blood would come bursting forth. Her sister walked around her to stand directly before her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Has the baron rejected you?” she asked again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth laughed sorrowfully. “Define reject, dear sister. Would you call it rejection if you knew that it was all an orchestrated plan?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia frowned. “What do you mean by a plan? I do not understand what you are saying.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She realised then that her sister had a right to know about the plan. Her future with Percy was at stake, and it was her fault. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There was never a true courtship.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course there was. What foolish words you speak, Eliza.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Listen to me, Cecilia. Lord Cavendish asked to falsely court me so that he could move Diana to jealousy and have her return to him. In return, I would gain my freedom once he rejected me in favour of her and you would be married to Percy. Only, I have come to realise that by Diana returning earlier than anticipated, the plan has been ruined. Well, perhaps not for Anthony, but for you and I.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia shook her head furiously. “You lie! You say this merely to jest with me. Allow me to tell you that I do not see the humour in this, I do not see it at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth looked sadly at her sister. “There is no lie in what I have said, Ceci. Why do you think that we are at home? Once Diana arrived, I knew that the false courtship had ended.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia simply stared at her as though she were not registering what had been said. As time ticked by, Elizabeth grew worried at her sister's lack of response. Ceci was one to always have something to say, even when not needed. But here she stood staring, saying nothing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ceci? Why have you not spoken?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister blinked as if coming out of a long sleep before she fixed Elizabeth with a look that spoke volumes. “Why? Why would you do such a thing? Have you no sense?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was my sole chance of avoiding matrimony, Ceci. It was supposed to work in our favour – you would be married, I would pursue my music, and Anthony would have Diana. How was I to know that she would return so quickly?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you mean to tell me that you gambled with my happiness? Threw my future upon a chance that this ridiculous plan would work?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What could Elizabeth say? What her sister said was true enough. The plan had been a gamble, and while Anthony had won, both she and her sister had lost. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did it to help us both. You knew that I did not wish to be married.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I did, Elizabeth. I am not like you. I wish to be married, to have a man who loves me and will take care of me. To share a life with and bear him children. I wished to be married.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I know that Ceci, but –"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is no but to this, Elizabeth. I asked you to be open-minded, to give the thought of marriage a chance. Music will not offer you companionship, music will not cherish you and love you. Music is not a person, do you not see that? You say that you love it, but you fail to understand that it cannot love you back. You make it what it is, you control it, but it will never reciprocate your affections. Why do you wish to be unhappy?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Unhappy? Elizabeth could not recall ever being unhappy in her life. Except for today. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Music makes me happy, Ceci. Why can you not see that? Because of you and Father, I was put into a situation that I wish that I was never a part of. All I ever wanted was to be left alone to pursue my passion for music, to fulfil my dream of becoming the greatest composer there ever lived. That dream was snatched from me due to your dreams and father's orders. Do you think that fair?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She watched as her sister walked to the window, her arms about herself. From there she spoke, but she did not face Elizabeth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I am angry, not merely due to the fact that you have jeopardised my chances of being married, but also because I see that you are determined to be the cause of your own unhappiness. You have lived your life thus far for your music. But there will be a time when you will wake up and realise that it has all been for nought."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was then that Cecilia turned to face her, a sad expression upon her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ceci –” Elizabeth began. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister held her hand up. “Please, I beg you to listen to me. I have seen how you have rejected suitor after suitor. Each young man that has come to our home have all expressed interest in you, but you have shown your disdain for them. I have watched as you consistently refused to open your heart to at least entertain the thought of matrimony, and it has been both sad and infuriating to see. There is nothing wrong with taking a chance and seeing where it might lead, Elizabeth. You need to stop being so stubborn and open your eyes to what is in front of you. To love and be loved is truly a wonderful thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Did she not do so without the intention of doing so? But where had that brought her? She opened her mouth to speak, but her sister raised her hand once again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have not finished,” she stated. “You may wish to deny this, but I have witnessed the love that has blossomed between you and Lord Cavendish. Any fool could see that you hold each other in deep affection. Have you noticed how he looks at you, and how you look at him? I have seen his eyes light up when you are near. I have seen the attention and care that he lavishes upon you – no man can pretend such things. He seldom leaves your side, even in the company of his friend. From the very first time that you both met, you have held conversations that have lasted for hours – what anyone can speak of for such great lengths of time is beyond me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As her sister spoke, Elizabeth found that she could not deny her words. Anthony enjoyed her company, he had stated so. But if he loved her, why did he not reject Diana? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And he loves music just as you do,” Cecilia continued. “In fact, he plays the pianoforte beautifully. You are happy whenever you are around him, as there is always a smile upon your face. I do not think that I have heard you laugh as much as you have when you are with him. He laughs as well – constantly. You once said that if you ever were to find a man that fit your specifications of a suitor, that you would consider matrimony. Well, the man has been with you these past few weeks, but you have not recognised him for what he is. Your match.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth closed her eyes, her sister's words going straight to her heart. Anthony was everything that she could have wanted in a suitor, and more. She had never believed that such a man existed. But what was the use of her believing him to be the perfect suitor when he belonged to another? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Ceci. What does it matter that I love him? Because I do, with my whole being. But he can never be mine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It felt as though a dam was released as a torrent of tears began to fall down her face. Verbalising her love for him had had a freeing effect on her, and now she felt that she could not stop her tears. Elizabeth turned away, trying to stop herself from crying, but she found that she could not. To her surprise, she felt her sister's slender arms surround her before she laid her head on her shoulders. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Love never fails, Eliza. Do not despair, for not all is lost. Lord Cavendish loves you, I am certain of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth shook her head. “You did not see his face, Ceci. He was happy to see Diana, truly happy. He has been with her six years – I cannot compete with that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is not a matter of competition, Eliza. Our baron is merely confused. That is all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth did not think so, but she appreciated her sister's comfort. They may as well return home, as there was no reason to remain in London. But what would their father say? Perhaps she would still get married, but the suitor would be of Father's choosing. As she stood in her sister's arms, she imagined Anthony with Diana, laughing and talking as though nothing had changed. Nothing may have changed for them, but her life surely has. Would she be able to return to her former life? She considered it for a moment, arriving at the conclusion that her life would forever be touched by her brief time with Anthony. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony was only half listening to the conversation flowing around him. He needed to know precisely what Felton had said to Elizabeth, and what she had told him. Anthony had not expected her to run off like that, and he was worried that she would never wish to speak to him again. Why was he worried? She was right in saying that he had what he wanted. But it did not feel right. Having her walk away did not sit well with him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anthony, I am beginning to think that you are not happy to see me,” Diana complained. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked at her, seeing the pout on her face. This was the Diana he knew so well. “Of course, I am happy to see you. What would make you think otherwise?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony felt her penetrating gaze all the way through to his bones. It was a hard look, one he had never enjoyed being on the receiving end of. He schooled his features as best he could, willing her not to question his distracted behaviour. If she believed he was thinking about Elizabeth, she would ensure that he paid for it. It could be a scornful gaze, disregarding his words before others, or even mocking him in supposed jest. Elizabeth never saw the need to do anything of the sort. His expression must have satisfied her because Diana’s radiant smile came quickly, catching her audience with its charm. All except for him. Anthony was surprised to find that her smile did not affect him as it used to. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your mind is always high in the clouds. But I suppose that it is one of your traits that I shall have to put up with.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laughed and turned to her friends, further regaling them with tales of her stay in Paris. Elizabeth never uttered a single negative word to him or about him, except where Diana was concerned. But Diana had always been like this, and he had loved her regardless. These thoughts continued to play in his mind until he spotted Felton making his way back to their companions. His face was grim. What could have transpired between Elizabeth and he? Anthony was both eager and anxious to hear what his friend had to say, but he knew it would not be wise to do so in the presence of Diana or any of their friends. He quickly stood up.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you would please excuse me. There is a matter I wish to discuss with Felton.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana immediately turned to look at him, eyes narrowing. “I have only just returned. You would leave me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Only for a moment, Diana. Furthermore, I shall not go far.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can it not wait? What could be so important as to take yourself from my presence?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony longed to squirm beneath her hard gaze, but he managed to control himself. He could not allow her to see that he was bothered. “Surely you would not begrudge me a minute or two?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana opened her mouth to speak, and he was sure that she would deny him, as she was accustomed to doing. But a male friend came to the rescue. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Diana, you are at present occupied with telling us of your travels with little input from Anthony. Surely it is not an issue to let him speak with Felton? I am sure that he has something important to discuss. He would not leave your side otherwise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana's mouth was set in a grim line, her sharp nails tapping on her lap. Anthony could see that she was deep in thought, as though suspicious as to what he intended to talk about to his friend. He watched her smile, but it did not reach her eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, do go to Felton. I would not wish you to think that I am holding you captive.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That was all he needed to hear. He muttered a few words and took off, hoping to get to Felton before he reached the group. Anthony could feel rather than see her eyes on his back. Undeterred, he reached Felton well before he was within hearing distance of the group.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Felton, what did she say? How is she?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The words tumbled out of him with a hint of panic to them. Felton shook his head, his eyes full of disapproval. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I had truly believed that you had turned over a new leaf. That you were happy with Elizabeth. But it was all a lie. An elaborate ruse to win Diana back. What were you thinking?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony frowned. “Did Elizabeth tell you that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She did not have to, I could see it for myself. Did you think you would be able to hide it from me? Yes, you fooled me at first. You looked genuinely happy with Elizabeth, and she with you. More so happy than you have ever been with Diana.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Prideful indignation rose up within him. “You cannot say that. I love Diana.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are a fool!” Felton hissed. “Diana is not the woman for you. Why can you not see that? Elizabeth was everything you needed in a woman. She complemented you well. But you are so blinded by obsessive feelings for Diana that you turned away the only woman who would have loved you unconditionally.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony looked away. He did not need to hear this, not when he had Diana back. But had Elizabeth said that she loved him? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How do you know that she would have loved me unconditionally? She has what she has always wanted – independence. She does not love me."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He watched his friend run his fingers through his hair, letting out a sound of frustration. “You are blind, my friend. Any man could have seen that you love each other. But you are both too stubborn to admit it. I know heartbreak when I see it, and Elizabeth had it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony's heart rose. Could Elizabeth love him? But what good would it do when he had Diana? “You did not see correctly. Elizabeth does not love me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His friend looked at him sadly, shaking his head slowly. Disappointed. “You are a fool, Anthony. I hope that you have made the right choice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony was surprised when his friend turned and walked away. Felton's words had only served to further confuse him, which he did not need at that moment. His friend's words stayed with him as he returned to his companions, bringing him no peace. Had he done the right thing? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Things were certainly not going as he thought they would. Anthony found himself struggling to focus on Diana's words, wishing he were talking to an auburn-haired beauty rather than the brunette before him. He looked around, willing for someone to come to his rescue and relieve him of the conversation of which Diana had a monopoly. But that was normal. Diana had always sought to be the main speaker, and he had humoured her, loving her voice. However, now her voice reminded him of a governess running her nails down a blackboard. Anthony sighed, changing his position. It seemed as though his rear end had been glued to the seat, for he could hardly leave it. Any attempt would have a glare tossed in his direction, forbidding his departure. Diana was keeping him close to her, more so than ever before, and he had not a clue as to why. Perhaps she did love him. However, the question was, did he love her?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anthony, Catherine informed me that you had been to the opera recently.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He heard Diana's carefully formed question. It was not about going to the opera, but with whom.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, some weeks ago.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was not about to play into her hands. He knew Diana well enough to anticipate her moods and moves.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do enjoy the opera.” She paused for but a moment, taking a dainty sip of her drink. “Did you go with anyone in particular?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony could see that she was playing down her interest in the matter. He wondered what Catherine had told her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, as a matter of fact. Miss Ramsbury accompanied me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah, the simpleton I met earlier this day. Dear Anthony, what could you have ever seen in her? She is miles different from me. If you were looking for a replacement, you could have at least looked to the women of our status.” She laughed. “Elizabeth was hardly proper.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was not looking for a replacement, Diana. I wanted someone who would enjoy the opera as much as I do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This was a blatant lie. If noses did indeed grow with every lie spoken, his would be firmly in Scotland. He watched as Diana curled an escaped tendril about her finger, her mouth slightly pouted. Had she done this a few weeks ago, he would have been overcome by a fleshly reaction. But now it did nothing. If anything, it gave her the appearance of a petulant child intent on getting her own way.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you not miss me? If you truly love me, you would have been desperate for any reminder of me. A replacement seemed plausible.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Was there no end to her self-centred ways? He considered his thoughts, surprised at his change of heart concerning Diana. Anthony put a smile on his face, attempting to resort to his old tactics of coaxing her out of her moods. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is impossible to replace you, my dear. You are a cut above the rest, the woman who stole my heart with a single smile. What good would it have done me to find a replacement?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then why did I hear of you courting that woman?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana was not going to let this go, but his patience was wearing thin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Put Elizabeth out of your mind, my love. I am with you, that is all that matters.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her pout slowly turned into a smile, letting him know that he had spoken the right words. "Perhaps you are right. Poor Miss Ramsbury, I am certain that she is quite taken by you. And why not? You are handsome and rich."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her words did not sit right with him. Was that all that she saw in him? His appearance and wealth? “Surely there is more to me than that, my dear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She shrugged her shoulders. “But those are the things that I first noticed. I can hardly be courted by a man who does not compliment my beauty or is a pauper. What would the Ton say?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Surely when you are in love those things are only secondary?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana laughed. “You are a hopeless romantic, Anthony. Love is hardly a necessary emotion.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His heart turned cold. “Love allows for you to compromise, to be patient, and to be kind even in the midst of an argument. Without love, you cannot hope to be happy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony watched as she rolled her eyes. It was just as well that they sat away from the other dinner party guests as he did not know what they would have made of her words and actions. He took a quick look around him, hoping to see Felton. But he was nowhere to be seen. He had left earlier that day, clearly upset with him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What did I expect? Felton has never liked Diana, that is no secret. However, I would have hoped that he would have stayed for the dinner party rather than leave me to deal with her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony nearly laughed. What irony is this? I have claimed to love this woman, angering my friend in doing so, but now I wish that he were here so that I may not deal with her? It seems that I do not know what I want. He did not realise that he had been smiling until Diana spoke. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do hope that I am the one to have put that smile on your face, dear Anthony.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony's tone had a tinge of sarcasm to it that surprised even himself. He saw her eyes narrow for just a moment, before being replaced by her usual look of mild boredom. At that moment, he wished to be anywhere else but where he sat.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps I can play a piece on the pianoforte?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana laughed. "Oh, dear me. Please, do not do such a thing and bore us all. Your taste and love of music bore me, Anthony. I wish that you would look to another activity that is far more rewarding."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What can be more rewarding than producing music to entertain?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Entertain?” she scoffed. “I know the music that you love, Anthony. It bores me terribly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then what is it that you wish to do?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana took another sip of her drink before placing it on the table beside her. “It is simple, really. I prefer to socialise with our companions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Socialise was not a word Antony would have used. Gossip would be a more apt description.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That does sound simple.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sarcasm again? I may just turn into those wisecracking fellows who relish a bite to their words. Or perhaps she just brings out the worst in me.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana did not appear to have picked up anything untoward, but a part of him hoped that she would. She lifted her glass, draining her glass of the bubbly liquid. Anthony had stopped counting the number of drinks she had consumed at number three. He saw her gaze fall to his still full glass of champagne, her brow puckered. “You have not touched your champagne, Anthony. Are you ill?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shook his head. “Not in the slightest. I simply have no stomach for alcohol this evening.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why do you insist on being a bore? I have only just returned from Paris, for you I might add, and you have done nothing to celebrate my return.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you think that drinking would be a celebration of your return?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her eyes widened, a warning signal for him. Perhaps he had gone a step too far. Sarcasm may have flown over her head, but he doubted that questioning her favourite pastime would endear her to him. Was that what he wanted? To endear her to him? Their reconciliation is not what he had perceived it would be, and he could not say for sure that he was sorely disappointed. He found this peculiar, as he had worshipped the ground that she had walked upon, holding a light for her return. Anthony knew that there had been a shift in his heart, and it was likely caused by his time with Elizabeth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What would be your version of a celebration? Taking me to the opera?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He heard the sharp bite of her words, but it did not affect him. He cocked his head to the side, a small smile playing about his lips. “Yes, you do not like the opera, do you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I detest it. It is one of the things that I do not like about you, Anthony. I beg you not to take me there for I cannot stand that ridiculous music, it is all just noise to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “You know this well, Anthony. You must change if you would have our courtship turn into matrimony.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The urge to laugh was strong. What had he been doing for the past six years if not compromising in her favour? Often times he had put aside his needs and feelings to please her, asking for little in return. Of course, he had believed her to be in love with him. But now he was not so sure.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will you change for me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She gave a little giggle. “I am here, am I not? I exchanged Paris for you. Surely you see that as a compromise?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony sat back in his chair, his elbow leaning on the cushioned armrest. He regarded her with opened eyes, finally seeing her as the woman that Felton had accused her of being on many occasions. A dark mood overtook him, but he reined it in, not wishing to unleash it. However, he allowed some of its darkness to seep into his next words. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why did you return, Diana? Your words were quite final when last you spoke to me. Many words were said, most not complimentary at all. While I was with Elizabeth, I heard not a single bad word come from her lips."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana's eyes narrowed. “Do not speak to me of that woman. Would you insult me by comparing me to a commoner?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A commoner who treated me better than you did.” There, he had finally said it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He watched her eyes open in alarm, her hand going to her chest. “What has put you into such a dark mood that you would speak such a thing?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The truth is the truth, Diana.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She suddenly sat up straighter, head held high and stiff as she regarded him with a stare that burned with indignation. “Anthony, I command you to stop thinking about that woman!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He raised a brow. “You command me? And who are you to command me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The question was said with a soft voice, but the danger in his voice spoke volumes. Anthony watched in humour as she deflated.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But she is not like us, Anthony,” she said plaintively. “She is below us. Why would you wish to humiliate me by comparing me to her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shrugged his shoulders. “Rank, title, status... this does not matter to me as much as being with a woman who will love me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana's eyes widened. "But she is not even beautiful!" she spluttered. "She is as plain as I had originally heard."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come now, Diana. You do not speak the truth. Elizabeth is a very beautiful woman. I believe I quite like auburn-haired women with amber eyes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana's face was comical to watch as several expressions flitted across her features. At one point, Anthony believed that she would scream and shout, but that moment passed quite quickly. Instead, she left her seat and came to sit on a chair next to him, bringing it closer to rest beside him. Several guests looked in their direction, undoubtedly interested in her sudden movement. Not taking any notice of the people about them, she leaned in closer to speak with him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That woman is nowhere near as exciting as I am, Anthony dear. I have now returned. Thus, we can enjoy our life together."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not certain that I wish to enjoy your type of life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her eyes flashed, only to be replaced with mock love and kindness. She stretched and took his hand in hers. “Dear Anthony, I know that I have hurt you terribly, I realise that now. But I cannot fathom why you put much stock by my leaving you. I simply needed a diversion, a change from everything. That is all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony snatched his hand away, disgusted by her answer. “A diversion? Is that why you rejected me in such a callous manner? You humiliated me, Diana. I poured out my heart and love to you, but you chose to reject me and then humiliate me for your enjoyment. What do you suppose I should think about the manner in which you left me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Nothing!" she insisted. "You should think nothing of it. I was merely in a bad mood that day, dear Anthony. My Abigail absconded, and I was left to rely on a maid who knows nothing of my daily activities. Surely you can understand that?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite his annoyance, he laughed. Why did he continue to be surprised? This was the sort of thing that she has done throughout the time that he had known her. The only difference was that now he knew better. There was no excuse for her behaviour. None whatsoever. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Diana, you have taken things a step too far. I am not the same man you left behind, and I shall never be him. I cannot be with a woman who believes it acceptable to humiliate a person merely due to her moods. I cherished you, I did everything that you asked of me. What satisfaction did you gain from treating as you did?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony moved his hand away when she stretched out hers to his. She did not look hurt but amused by his actions.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But that is all in the past, Anthony. I promise to never do that to you again. Why do we not just start anew? We can pretend that it never happened and continue with our lives as before. Your Diana has returned. Is it so difficult to just be happy about it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was as though he were talking to a brick wall. Nothing was getting through to her. Suddenly, the need for fresh air was great. He was tired, tired of the monotony of social gatherings, being surrounded by people who would sooner stab you in the back if it would benefit them, and tired of loving a woman who did not have a care to his feelings. But did he still love her? Sighing, he stood up.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Diana, please excuse me. I find myself in need of some air.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana stood up as well. “Let me accompany you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, no. Remain with your friends and get a new glass of champagne, please. I wish to be alone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, Diana, I merely need some fresh air. I shall return in a little while.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She did not look as though she entirely trusted him, but she let him go without another word. As he made his way past the clusters of people, Anthony hoped that the balcony would be devoid of any guests, as he wished to be alone. He needed a moment to himself to think about the situation, about his future with Diana. Fortunately, the balcony was empty. He leant on the low wall overlooking the lawn they had occupied just hours earlier. Anthony rubbed his face, trying to rub the weariness away, but it remained like cobwebs in his mind. Several hours with Diana and already he was tired. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was odd that he used to be energised by the mere appearance of her, but now he felt fatigued, down to his very bones. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What would his future be? Making Diana his wife had been his dream for the better part of six years. What his parents had thought of her had not mattered because he had never witnessed what they had seen. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He defied his parents merely to be with her. What sort of a son was he? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had thought his parents unfair and harsh in their opinion of her, coming to her defence at every chance he got.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And now look at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How he wished that his parents were still alive so that he may apologise to them.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Had they had met Elizabeth, he knew they would have loved her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A pang of regret surged through him at his thought of her. Had she been here with him instead of Diana, he knew he would have not had the need to escape the dinner party for fresh air. She was fresh air personified. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was never a single moment of boredom, annoyance, or fatigue. It was as though she came with the fresh air of a morning during the springtime, revitalising him and giving him the energy to sit for hours without thought of sleep. He could go through several days of just talking to her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet here he was with the woman he had worked to get back through an elaborate plan that would have scandalised the Ton. Courtship was not something to be toyed with, but he and Elizabeth had embarked on a false one to meet their individual needs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shook his head, finding his situation both humorous and to be pitied. Anthony had no one else to blame but himself.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He turned to look at the balcony doors, knowing that just beyond that room sat a woman who spoke as though she were ready to marry him. But did he want to marry her?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If only she were more like Elizabeth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A part of him wished that Diana could be Elizabeth. But there was no hope of that taking place. Elizabeth had her life of music to live, and he had a life to live with Diana. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Why did that not seem like a happy ending? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton would say that the gods were laughing at him. But Anthony did not believe that the world was run by gods with human emotions. This was fate, a fate dealt out to him due to his failure to listen to reason. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony took in a deep breath and made slow progress to the doors, almost wishing that the balcony possessed stairs by which he could escape. What was the use in running away? Had Diana not done that? No, he would not run away. But if fate were kind, he would walk away to be with the one who fitted him perfectly in every way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That was not likely to happen. He could not come between her and her dreams merely because he felt that she was better suited to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If he were honest with himself, he would admit that there was more to it than being suited to one another. How else could he explain the way his heart would swell whenever he saw her? Or the peace he felt in her presence? Most would call it love, but Anthony would not allow himself to think of it in that way. It would hurt too much. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Better to live with the woman I know than the uncertainty of the one he did not know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth had never said that she loved him, but there had been moments where he believed that she possibly could hold an affection for him. What would happen were he to leave Diana and pursue Elizabeth, only to be rejected by her? The repercussions would be too great to handle. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He would likely become a hermit. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He entered the drawing room, immediately feeling engulfed by the air of a life that he would give up if it meant his happiness would be guaranteed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But he was not a betting man. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony made his way back to Diana, wishing it were Elizabeth he was returning to. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To say that Cecilia was nervous would be putting it lightly. She was absolutely terrified about what she was about to do, but Aunt Deborah had agreed with her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Imagine I had asked my mother? she said out loud to the empty carriage. “She may have locked me in my room to prevent me from embarking on this mission.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She did not wish to think about her father's reaction, or it may make her turn around and return to the townhouse.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am doing this for Eliza, and that is all that matters. And it would be wonderful to succeed because not only would my sister be happy, but I shall too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She grimaced as she thought about what Percy would say should he find out about her little adventure. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once he finds out that it is for a good reason, he would be happy that she did it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy was nothing like her father. It was one of the reasons she was so drawn to him. He did not try to dominate her, belittle her, or think her simple. Cecilia was not so obtuse as to not know that she was not exactly the brightest of young women. But neither was she without sense in her head. She was not like Elizabeth, who could spend hours at an instrument, or read books, or meticulously copy music sheets for her own enjoyment. No, her interests lay elsewhere, and she thoroughly enjoyed them because she was good at it. Her sense of fashion, her social skills, the ability to work a room, extract information from the most unwilling of people, and get out of tight spots when her mouth had run away with her. No one understood her as Percy did, not even Elizabeth.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were close once. But when Cecilia realised that she would never be able to meet Mama's standards for music, their strong sisterly bond began to unravel. Not that she believed it happened purposefully, but when two people have such differing views of what they deemed important and enjoyable, a bond would naturally cease to exist. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I still love my sister dearly,” she announced. “Although she truly maddens me at times. I daresay that I am much to blame for our disagreements at times. I am afraid that I cannot hold my temper as well as she can.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There were times when Cecilia knew that she had spoken harshly to her sister, but pride had kept her from admitting her wrong. She always found it better to simmer in regret than acknowledge defeat. It meant that she retained higher ground in an argument, but Cecilia knew that she was only fooling herself.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps it was time to set aside their differences and try to become what they once were. It was Cecilia’s hope that what she was about to do would aid her in doing so.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Finally, the carriage entered the estate, sending a flurry of butterflies in her stomach. She gripped it, willing herself to calm down. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Deep breaths, Cecilia. You are doing this for Elizabeth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When the carriage stopped, and her door opened, she could not move.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss?” said the driver. “We are at the residence.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Uh, yes, Stanford. Just a moment, please.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The driver nodded his head and stepped aside. Could she enter this residence knowing that many eyes would look upon her with great disapproval? Her name would be all over the town by morning. Cecilia knew that she was risking more than just her reputation. Percy's parents could make him withdraw his marriage proposal, then where would she be? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please,” she prayed. “Let this work.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With a deep breath, she descended from the carriage and walked to the entrance where a butler stood. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good evening, Miss.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good evening,” she croaked. She tried again. “Good evening. May I ask if Lord Cavendish is in attendance?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, he is. They are presently in the dining room, but I believe that the meal is at an end. Would you like an audience with him?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. Please tell him that Miss Cecilia Ramsbury is here to see him and wishes to speak privately with him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, Miss Ramsbury. If you would follow me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sprightly butler took off with Cecilia following at a respectable distance behind him. The nearer they drew to the dining room, the greater her nerves became. Her palms were damp, wetting the white gloves she wore. While the butler entered the dining room, she waited outside, hoping that Anthony would agree to see her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If not, she would march into that room and drag him out. She had not come this far to go away without completing her objective. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It seemed like only seconds before Anthony appeared, his face etched with worry. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Cecilia? Has something happened? Is Elizabeth not well?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She squared her shoulders, planted her hands on her hips, and hoped that she retained her dignity as she spoke her accusation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Cavendish, I wish to speak to you about your foolish behaviour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony went from fearful to bemused in a matter of seconds. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "My foolish behaviour? I am afraid that you have me at a disadvantage, Cecilia. For I do not know of what you are speaking."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He watched her eyes narrow and her finger come up to point at him. “You have broken my sister's heart!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The young woman's words both pleased and grieved him, if indeed they were true. However, they could not speak in the open. Anthony could already hear whispers near the door. He could only imagine what was being said. The word scandalous came to mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Come, let us talk in the drawing room, unless you wish for others to hear your message?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman appeared to ponder it for a moment before nodding her head. “Very well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She did not take his offered arm but walked beside him until they entered the room. He closed the door firmly behind them, taking in a deep breath as he faced her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now,” he said. “Please explain what you mean by that statement.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You and my sister are both fools, Lord Cavendish.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled. “I believe that we have established that part. What I do not understand is why you would use such a word to describe your sister and I. Surely it is a tad harsh?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Harsh? I hardly think so. What is the meaning of your return to Miss Lambert?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is not your concern, Cecilia.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She spluttered. “Well, best you think again! I shall talk sense into you, Lord Cavendish. Baron or not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you should explain yourself rather than throw accusations about.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I sincerely intend on doing that, kind sir. Do not think otherwise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony reckoned that her 'kind sir' was not meant to indicate that he was kind in the least. The young woman was a little spitfire, glaring at him with eyes similar to her sister's. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come, let us sit.” He led a bristling Cecilia to a seat before sitting down himself, interested to hear what she had to say. “Are you alone?” he asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What of it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her question was sharp, but he saw the fear behind her bravado. She likely knew that her coming here was not a thing to be done, which made what she had to tell him all the more interesting. And what did she mean by him having broken Elizabeth's heart? She had not seemed particularly broken-hearted hours before.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Nothing, nothing. Please, proceed."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is quite simple, Lord Cavendish –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anthony.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Cavendish,” she insisted. “My sister has been a different person these past few weeks. She has been happier, far less strained than she used to be, and she has smiled a great deal more than I have seen her do in many years. Up until recently, her whole life had revolved around her music and that accursed pianoforte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your sister loves to play the pianoforte, Cecilia. I hardly think that it is something for you to disregard.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That may be but being around you has opened her world up to another life that she seldom considered. She has changed, Lord Cavendish, and you are the source of that change.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia's words would be dangerous to him if he gave into them. He needed to steel himself from getting emotionally involved. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did your sister tell you this?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, but she did not have to. Had you seen the despair on her face, you would have known her depth of affection for you. She loves you, Lord Cavendish, and if you are the man that I know you to be, you love her as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony was stupefied. Elizabeth loved him? Could it be true? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There must be a mistake, Cecilia. You possibly misread her facial expression.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know my sister well. There was no mistaking what I saw. Besides, I know about the plan, and while you may believe that you have what you wanted, I do not believe that my sister has what she wanted.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony had the sense to feel embarrassed about it. It was not one of his finer moments, but he would not have changed anything as it gave him the opportunity to spend time with a wonderful woman. No. There was something he would have changed, and that was the outcome. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "If you know about the plan, then you know the nature of it. Why would your sister not have what she had wanted? She told me herself that her independence and your marriage is now secure."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia shook her head. “You are an intelligent man, Lord Cavendish, but your knowledge seems to have failed you. Your false courtship was brief, too brief in fact, to cause a ripple in our lives. Not even my parents have had the opportunity to meet you.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony brought his hand to his eyes, suddenly realising what she meant. What had he done? Why did he not see it before? He brought his hand down to look at the woman before him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, Cecilia. I am truly sorry that I was not able to secure your marriage. It never occurred to me that this would happen. I have likely destroyed you and your sister's happiness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked up. “Never mind my happiness, Lord Cavendish. What of my sister's happiness? Now that I have had the opportunity to think about this situation during the ride over, I see the true dilemma here. At first, I believed that my marriage would be jeopardised by this foolish plan, but that is not the case. Perhaps Eliza is too overcome by grief to see it, but I do not believe that Father would have forced her into marriage, no matter his ultimatum. My sister would have eventually found a way to convince him that she does not wish to be married. So you see, I need not have been truly worried about my future with Percy. There will be repercussions to my coming here unescorted as opposed to anything else."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why would your father give such an ultimatum? Elizabeth was anxious about it."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "She was more so worried for me, I believe. Lord Cavendish, my father simply wants the best for his daughters. Forcing my sister to attend a season was his way of making her see that there is more to life than her music. If he had not used an ultimatum, then Elizabeth would have refused to come to London. He is a hard man, but he does love us. My sister does not see this now, but she will soon enough."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then why are you here? If your sister will still get her freedom and you will be married, why have you risked everything to come here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Have you not been listening? My sister loves you! She may live her life of music, but she will never be truly happy as she was with you. You are both perfect for one another, and I believe that you could be happy if only you would confess your feelings to each other and stop being so stubborn.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony could not stop the warmth of hope spreading throughout his body. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your sister loves me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did I not just say that? Hear me well. You are both so alike, both in temperament and your love of music. Eliza believes that getting married would rip her of her identity, but I do not believe that would happen were she to marry you. There has never been a couple more suited than you and my sister, Lord Cavendish. I see my sister's qualities mirrored in you, a perfect reflection. Eliza is an intelligent woman, more so than many people I have met, but you were able to match her and keep her entertained – that is no easy thing to do. You both share a love for music, and I must tell you that I never thought to see another person who could match her talent and skill. Beauty, kindness, a passion for music – you both have it in abundance. Frankly, I do not believe that Miss Lambert will ever give you the happiness that my sister could.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What Cecilia spoke was true. He and Elizabeth were alike in many ways, it was why they had enjoyed each other's company so well. However, there was still an insecure part of him that would not accept the woman's words so readily. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What you say may be true. But if your sister did not confess with her mouth that she loves me, then your coming here has been for nought."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia sighed. He could see that she was exasperated with him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Lord Cavendish, my sister did indeed confess that she loves you, but she thinks it hopeless, for you love another."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She spoke those very words?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did I stutter, my lord?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony overlooked her cheeky answer, choosing to focus on one beautiful fact. Elizabeth loved him. It was as though a dam had burst forth in his heart, and everything that he had been holding back filled him with indescribable joy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, you certainly did not.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony could hardly contain himself. The weight of an unhappy future had lifted off him, and what lay before was something he could look forward to. However, he needed to be wise about how he would go about doing what he needed to do. Cecilia sat before him, eyes bright with emotion for her sister. The fact that she had come all the way here, unescorted, knowing full well that this could ruin her reputation, had humbled him. Not many people would have done what she did, and he was grateful. There was no doubt in Anthony's mind as to what he should do and what he wanted to do. Both his heart and his mind were finally at peace.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Cecilia, you have done me a great service by coming here. Rest assured that I do indeed love your sister and wish to marry her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The young woman breathed out a sigh of relief. "Oh, goodness! I am so happy to hear you say that! It would have been terrible if all had been for nought."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You did right by coming here, and you need not worry about rumours to follow – I shall quash them myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled. “I was hoping that you would say that, Lord Cavendish. Despite your blunder, you are an honourable man who will make my sister happy. Now, I must return home as I have done and said all that I set out to do. The rest is in your hands.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stood up, smoothing down her dress. Anthony stood up as well, amazed to discover that the heavy fatigue that had settled over him hours earlier had gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let me escort you to your carriage, Cecilia. And I ask you not to breathe a word of what we discussed to anyone else, not until I have made the announcement myself. Do not relate anything to your sister either – I wish to do something special.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He watched as she scrunched up her face, obviously not too happy about it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are taking the wind out of my sails, Lord Cavendish. My aunt will be waiting to hear what has become of my little adventure, and I am certain that Elizabeth will wish to know where I have been.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please,” he pleaded. “Give me time to make things right. I shall tell you this. I intend on ending my courtship with Diana and proposing to your sister. Expect my arrival tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She wrinkled her nose. “Well, I suppose that I can hold my tongue overnight, but do not take too long. I do love a good story to share.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you will have one, as soon as I have proposed to your sister.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia nodded. "Very well. Escort me to my carriage and let me be going. It is late, and I have yet to have my dinner."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Before long, Anthony had deposited the young woman into her carriage and saw it off, watching as it grew smaller and smaller. Before he had turned around, he noticed another carriage drawing up to the house. It looked familiar, but in the dim lights of the lanterns dotted about the house, he could not make out every detail. As it drew nearer, he suddenly realised to whom it belonged.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He could not have chosen a better time for his friend to return. He would be pleased to hear of the change in his decision. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He waited for the carriage to stop, eager to tell Felton all that had transpired during his absence. Felton finally climbed down, but Anthony could see that he was not remotely happy to see him. If anything, his friend looked livid.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You!” Felton shouted. “I have returned to tell you that I refuse for you to marry Diana. I refuse to sit by and have you ruin your life over a woman who will bring you nothing but misery.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I know –” Anthony tried to explain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You know nothing!" his friend interrupted. "You finally met someone who is perfect for you, but you instead choose to run after a woman who ran away from you. What kind of an imbecile are you?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Felton! Just listen to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No! I shall do no such thing. You either listen to me or you can consider yourself friendless.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony had never seen his friend this worked up before. “Old friend, are you all right?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How can I be all right when you want to make the biggest mistake of your life? I lost the only woman that I ever loved, and I can never get her back. Elizabeth is still alive, Anthony, she is alive! You have the chance to have the kind of happiness that I shall never have again. Why would you throw it away for a woman who would sooner humiliate you than love you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Felton's voice broke towards the end, Anthony felt a lump form in his own throat. This was a man who had been with him through thick and thin, a man he had grown up with. No one else knew him better than Felton did, and he knew that whatever his friend spoke was out of concern. Anthony was ashamed that he had been the one to bring back painful memories of Henrietta's death. He would do anything to bring her back from the dead for Felton, but it was not possible. However, he could bring some comfort to him by letting him know that he did indeed plan to marry Elizabeth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Felton, you were right. You were right all along.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His friend frowned. “What are you saying?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony laughed. “What were you just saying?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “About Elizabeth?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. You were right about it all. I can never be with Diana. She simply is not the one for me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton's mouth dropped open. “Am I dreaming? I was fully prepared to drag you kicking and screaming away from that witch, but now I find myself not quite knowing what to do. Are you telling me that you no longer wish to be with Diana?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is precisely what I am saying.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you love Elizabeth?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “With my whole being.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will marry her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is the plan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness,” he exclaimed. “What brought this on? I was convinced that you would never be able to see it for yourself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You just passed Cecilia on your way in. She is the one who convinced me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I thought that I recognised the carriage, but I was mainly focused on the task at hand.” Felton looked at him carefully. “This is not just another one of your plans? Because if it should be that, do not complain when I deal you a heavy blow to your head.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony's hand went to his head. “There's no need to do that, believe me. But I am glad that you are here as I shall need support for what I am about to do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “End my courtship with Diana.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton whistled low. “I am all for it, but I do not wish to be in her firing range once she works herself into a rage.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony grimaced. "I have a hope that she will behave like a lady, but I suppose I should know better than that. However, it must be done. I can no longer be associated with her if I mean to propose to Elizabeth on the morrow."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see that you are wasting no time, old friend.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No. I have been a fool, and I need to make it up to Elizabeth. Do you know that she loves me? She said as much to Cecilia.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, any fool could see that she loves you and you love her. It was why I could not understand your reasoning for being so stubborn. You were both hurting, unnecessarily so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I see that now. That is why I do not wish to waste any more time. Come, let us tackle this."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will tackle it friend, not I. I shall only step in once she becomes violent. It is best that you pull her aside and speak with her. I shall listen by the door.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony swallowed hard. “I feel as though I am about to walk into the lion's den.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton put his hand on his shoulder, amusement lighting up his eyes. “You know her better than anyone else, my friend.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is the problem.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia could not believe that she had actually done what she had set out to do. She had never done anything this daring in her life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What would Megan say when she told her? Would she find her brave and perhaps touched in her upper-works for even contemplating such a thing. But she had been successful. This was the happy ending that she was looking for, and she was rather impressed with herself for thinking about it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No one would have believed that she could be so courageous as to drive up to the house, walk up to Anthony, and tell him what was what. She was brilliant, really. It was just unfortunate that she could not speak of the events of this night before Anthony's arrival at the townhouse tomorrow morning. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She could hardly wait to see the look upon Eliza's face once she realised what was happening. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her happiness for Elizabeth was even greater than her own. Cecilia had managed to do something for her sister, something of great importance, and it felt wonderful.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Who knew that doing things for others could give one such a warm feeling? She would endeavour to do more in the future. For now, she must find a way of keeping herself and her loose mouth away from her sister and their aunt, or they might drag the truth out of her. Then what would Lord Cavendish think of her? He likely would believe that she had no will of her own to keep the confidence of anyone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia was loathe to have her future brother-in-law think of her in such a way. She had to come up with a likely story.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All too soon, the carriage drew up to the townhouse, and she was at the door still with no plan to speak of. The door was flung open to reveal a wild-looking Elizabeth in her nightdress. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Ceci! Where in heaven's name have you been? Do you realise how sick with worry I have been? Come here and explain yourself!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia found herself being propelled into the house at quite a speed, taking a little stumble upon the carpet of the hallway. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness me, Eliza,” she exclaimed. “Whatever has got into you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How can you ask that? Where did you go? Aunt Deborah pled innocence to knowing your whereabouts, but I know that she does not speak the truth. What have you done with yourself, Cecilia? Speak now!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister was absolutely incensed. What had got into her? “Do calm down, Eliza! As you can see, I am quite well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister crossed her arms, her foot tapping against the carpeted floor. “Where have you been, Cecilia Ramsbury? Out with the truth. And unescorted as well? Do you wish to light the town on fire with word of your night escapade?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not worry about that, it has all been sorted by Lo –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia caught herself on time. She had almost said Lord Cavendish, and that undoubtedly would have let the cat out of the bag. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "A friend." Cecilia yawned loudly, clutching her brow. "Oh, I find myself with a sore head. I think that I should take myself off to bed. I shall answer all of your questions on the morrow, Eliza. But for now, let me sleep in peace."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Without another word, she left her sister in the hallway and hurried to her bedroom, locking it for good measure. She did not trust Elizabeth not to come through her door and demand answers until she was quite worn out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A quick change, a splash of water, and she was in bed. As she drifted off to sleep, she congratulated herself once again on her adventure. It was one that she would never forget. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony was not certain as to the room he should use to speak to Diana as most of the house was now in occupation by the guests. The meal was concluded and they had all retired to the drawing room as well as the parlour. The study seemed to be his safest bet. Thus, he led her there, shutting the door behind him. He knew that Felton was not far behind him, which was a comfort of sorts. It was not that he was afraid of Diana, but there was no telling what she could do when enraged. Another witness would exonerate him of any foul play.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Anthony, why have you drawn me away from our friends? Do you wish to propose to me? If that is what you wish to do, then I ask that we return to the guests as I prefer the proposal to be before an audience."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony looked at her, relieved that he would never have to spend time again with her once his words had been spoken. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, rest assured that it is not that. I have something else to tell you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Do make it quick. I have matters to discuss with Catherine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No doubt another shopping trip or gossip about someone. How did he manage to remain with her for so long? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I love someone else, Diana. I wish to end our courtship.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stilled. "You jest and I do not find it remotely funny."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony shook his head. “Not in the least. I have come to realise that I love Elizabeth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To his surprise, she started to laugh. So much so that the tears began to stream down her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, dear me! What fun! You are deluded if you believe that I shall believe such a thing. I am no fool, Anthony.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is no delusion here, Diana. It is the truth. I no longer love you, I love Elizabeth. Furthermore, I ask that we no longer see each other in a social capacity. I think that it would be rather confusing if we continued to frequent the same places despite being apart. Of course, I shall take a step back from our companions, particularly the ones that we share. It would not be fair to you should I remain in contact with them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana shook her head as she walked away from him, mumbling to herself. Anthony could not hear a word, but he knew that her anger was building. Best keep an eye out for flying objects. He would hate to visit Elizabeth's residence with a swollen eye. She suddenly rounded on him, her eyes spitting fire. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This cannot be happening. What makes you think that you can end this? It is not over until I say it is over. Your love belongs to me, not some upstart commoner.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I am afraid that is not possible, Diana. Perhaps it would be best for you to return to Paris where your charms are better suited. Surely some suitable gentleman will come along and be your fool to rule."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You have gone completely mad. You do not know what you are saying. We can get a physician to examine you, dear Anthony. Perhaps that woman has poisoned you, and your mind is failing."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He laughed at that. “I have never been more sane in my life, Diana. You were the woman of my youth, but now I have matured and I realise that I want something different for my life. I cannot continue to lie to myself and court you, let alone get married.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She shook her head. “No, no, no! You are a fool, Anthony! You will not do this to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am afraid that you cannot control me as you once did, Diana. Those days are past. We are simply not meant to be, and we would have never been able to make each other happy. I do not know about you, but I do not want to have a miserable life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miserable?” she screeched. “I have always been your everything! You always told me that I was both your moon and your sun, that you could never love another woman like you love me. And now you tell me that you love Elizabeth? I cannot accept that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony looked heavenward. She is refusing to see what is in front of her because she is accustomed to getting her way. But I shall not back down, not ever again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We are both getting along in age, Diana. I am looking for more than a one-sided relationship. I need someone who is like me, who shares the same interests that I do, or at least is open to sharing my interests. You cannot be that person for your life centres around you, and you alone. You also need someone who will suit you well, and enjoy the things that you do. Do you understand?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She did not answer him but walked away to place both hands on the back of a chair. Anthony took this opportunity to continue, further elaborating on his point.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We are just two different people, Diana. I wish to go to the opera, study music, and simply live a life full of the activities that I enjoy doing. I need someone who wants the same. You, on the other hand, you enjoy drama, you like to have the type of fun that I do not find amusing, and it always has to be your way. You have your own ideas of entertainment, ideas that do not match with mine. For years I have done as you have asked, but I simply cannot do it any longer.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why?” she asked. “Why will you no longer do it? You used to love to please me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have changed, Diana. Spending time away from you has shown me that there is more to life than just being at your beck and call. I did it because I believed that it showed my devotion to you, but instead it took away my self-respect.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She turned to look at him, her eyes not giving away anything to him. “I suppose that Elizabeth was the one to bring about this change?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, she was. She showed me that life could be different, wonderfully so. I enjoyed myself when I was with her, immensely so. I did not have to worry that she would suddenly fly into a fit of anger over something little, or belittle me for the whim of it. She showed me respect from the moment that I met her to the last time I spoke with her. I thought that I could be with you, but I find myself needing to run away and get fresh air. That is not normal, Diana.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are going to regret this, Anthony.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shook his head. "I do not believe so. We are too different to make a good match, Diana. It is time that we realise it and go our separate ways."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you intend to humiliate me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My mind does not work as yours does. Need I remind you that you are the one who refused me in the first place? I bared my heart to you, but you chose to stomp on it. Even then I still wanted you, the fool that I was.” He laughed. “I got what I wanted, only to realise that it is not what I needed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So you do wish to humiliate me. You wish to do to me what I did to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, you still do not understand. I can no longer be with you because we are not suited to each other. I shall not have a miserable life so that you may boast about a hold that you have on me. I do not know if you realised that your actions would have repercussions. Or did you believe that you could return from Paris and pick things up from where you left off?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what of it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why did you refuse my proposal, Diana? I took the trouble of speaking to your father first and then planning a special moment for us both. Did you want to make me suffer for your own enjoyment?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She said nothing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If that is, in fact, the case, then I want nothing further to do with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He watched as she pouted her lips, her hand going to an escaped tendril. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why did you feel the need to ruin our courtship by proposing to me? Why could we not have merely continued with our life as it was?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your words tell me that you had no intention of marrying me. In that case, you should be happy that I have moved on and allowed you to continue your life as you see fit.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Without warning, she picked up a vase and threw it in his direction. He dodged it smoothly, watching it shatter against the wall. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I daresay that was an expensive item. I hope that you will be able to replace it. Our hosts are not forgiving people.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stared at him, her chest heaving. “Do you think that I care? I am Diana Lambert, daughter of the Viscount of Somersby! I do not care if I should destroy this entire room.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stepped back. “Then you shall not do it with me in it. If you will excuse me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you believe that you can walk away from me, then best you think again, Anthony. Ask for my forgiveness and remain with me or I shall accuse you of improper behaviour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony could see that she was serious. He did not put it past her to rip her clothing and make herself out to be a ravished woman. He would need to marry her then, propriety would demand it of him. What was he to do? The door behind sprung open, and Felton appeared. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would not do that if I were you, Diana. I have been at the door listening to all that you have said. One false move and I shall declare to the world what sort of a woman you are. You will be hated by many. Is that what you want?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony could see that Diana was stunned. Her last resort had been foiled by his friend.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You!” she spat. “You would dare to come against me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Completely, and more,” said Felton. “Do not test me, Diana. I have been waiting for this moment, and now that it has finally come, I shall not allow you to ruin my friend's life any longer. Remove yourself from this situation with dignity, or I shall ensure that the whole of London knows the type of woman you are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony knew that Felton was enjoying this although his expression did not indicate so. Thank goodness that he was at the door, or Anthony would have been a married man before long. Diana must have finally realised that she was cornered. There was nothing more that she could do. She pulled herself to her full height, held her head up high, and walked past them without another glance. Anthony breathed a sigh of relief as soon as she was no longer in sight. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is over?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton came to grasp his shoulder, smiling at him. “Indeed it is, old friend. Time to celebrate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let me sit down first. That woman is a handful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton laughed as Anthony dropped into an armchair, utterly exhausted from the heated exchange.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I heard the entire conversation. Well, snippets. I received some odd looks from the servants as I had my glass to my ear pressed against the door. I must have been a sight.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I likely look a sight. I do not think that I could yet return to the party if she is there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you frightened?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you not just see her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton laughed. “I see your point. Let me see if she was wise enough to leave and return home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His friend left, giving him time to recollect his thoughts. What a day! It seemed as though much had happened and the night was not yet spent. If he could, he would go to Elizabeth's residence at this moment just to see her beautiful face. But tomorrow was another day. Anthony intended on arriving at the Shepherd residence first thing in the morning, carry his mother's ring with him, and ask her to become his wife. Of course, he was still going to need the approval of her father, but he needed to show her his love.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton returned just as he ran through the words that he would speak to her upon seeing her. “It is all clear. It appears that she did not say much but excused herself and left. Our friends are quite interested to know what transpired between you both.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Which friends? I hope that you do not mean the mutual ones?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No. There have been a number of us hoping for your separation from Diana. I am the only one who has been vocal about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And her friends?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not concern yourself about them. They are in the parlour. Come, our companions are waiting for us in the drawing room. It is time to celebrate the end of the Dianian era and usher in the Elizabethan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton held out his hand to him and hoisted him up, clapping him on the back as he did so. Anthony, in turn, clasped his shoulder.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is no need to thank me, Anthony. You would have done it for me as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Smiling, they returned to the drawing room where several pairs of eyes turned to look at them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So,” a friend said. “Is there a celebration to be had? We all witnessed the Ice Queen leave the party in a huff.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Since when have you referred to Diana as the Ice Queen?” Anthony asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, for years now,” Felton answered. “I wanted to call her the Siren of Death, but our friends found it too morbid.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony laughed. “What else have you all been saying behind my back?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Many things,” another friend answered. “We've wanted to say it to your face for years, but we were wary of your fists. Felton was the only one to brave the Great Anthony.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Great Anthony?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not let it go to your head,” Felton cautioned. “Great Imbecile would have been more apt, but they wanted to be nice about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The men laughed, and Anthony found himself joining in even though their words were not entirely complimentary.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They are all right, I have been an imbecile. I was not able to see the truth, to see who Diana indeed was. I shall forever be in debt to Felton for his role in gaining my life back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, tell us. What has become of Diana?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have ended our courtship.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A round of applause and a few shouts filled the room. Felton raised his hand, immediately bringing the noise to an end.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anthony,” he said. “Tell them what you plan on doing. For years we have watched you throw your life away on a woman who never cared for you. It is only right that we all get to hear what the Great Anthony will do with his life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why, I plan on marrying the love of my life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Lovely Elizabeth?” a friend asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You had a name for her as well?” Anthony asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton laughed. “We have a name for everyone. It keeps things interesting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Answer the question!” another friend insisted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I shall marry the Lovely Elizabeth, if she will have me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hear! Hear!” they all shouted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton raised his glass of cognac. “To our friend Anthony. May he live long with his woman beside him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hear! Hear!” they all chorused again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony looked at Felton, seeing the pride and affection his friend had for him. It would have never been possible without him. In response, he raised his own glass to him, smiling as a look of understanding passed between them.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” he mouthed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton gave an exaggerated bow. “At you service.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony did not have the words to describe how much he appreciated all that his friend had done for him and continued to do, but he felt that Felton probably knew it all already. That is what true friendship was. He only hoped that he could return the favour. His friend deserved a good woman to love, and if it was in his power to do so, he would help him find her. Henrietta would not have wanted him to pine away for her for the rest of his life. A good woman would put the spark back into his eyes. She would not replace Henrietta, but she would fill a void in his life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the night wore on, Anthony could only think of Elizabeth. It was just a matter of hours before he would be with her once again, and he could hardly wait. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth looked at the paper before her, not knowing what to say. Her parents needed to know what had happened thus far during their stay, but she found herself unable to write a word. It was too soon, but also long overdue. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What would her parents think once they found out what she had done? She could not keep the plan from them now that it had failed to secure the future she had hoped for her sister. As for her own future, it was not as clear as she had initially thought.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She merely needed time to herself. Just a few days to come to terms with everything and then she would be all right. At least, she hoped so. Never had she expected the plan to take such an unexpected and emotional turn. When had it begun to go so wrong? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    From the beginning. She should have never agreed to such an idea A false courtship indeed. Who had ever heard of such? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But the rewards of the plan had pulled her in, making her a slave to its promises. Independence for her and marriage for her sister. But it was not to be. Perhaps Father would understand and cease this mission for her to be married. Would he truly force her into a marriage against her will?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If she were to run away, where would she go? There was no guarantee that Aunt Deborah and Uncle Noah would help her, although they were rather unconventional people. A disguise may help, but to what end? She could not be on the run for the rest of her life. She loved her family far too much for that. There had to be another way of tackling this situation. Although her heart was hurting, she had to be practical about the situation she was in. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was no use in weeping over spilt milk. What was done was done, there was no turning back the hands of time. Never mind the fact that she had spent most of the night crying and wishing that she could turn back the hands of time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She should have kept away from that balcony as though the plague were upon them. But had she done that, she would have never met the man who had fulfilled all aspects of her ideal husband. She would have never known that such a man existed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She also would have never known the pain that she was going through. Was there a word for her agony? How did one explain heartbreak? How did you take it away? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth felt foolish for her feelings, and she only blamed herself. Had she not been the one to fall in love with a man who loved another? What sort of a woman would do that? Her sort, apparently. She walked into that false courtship knowing that Anthony loved Diana, that he wanted her back. That was the reason for the scheme. How could she have allowed herself to have affection for him beyond that of a friend? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Because she had been happy. Happier than she would have ever thought. Here was a man who understood her, enjoyed what she loved, and never grew tired of her chatter. Even their silences had been wonderful, as they were both comfortable enough with each other to not need every moment of the day to be filled with words. She sighed, putting her stationery away. There was to be no letter-writing that day for her head was much too filled with thoughts of Anthony. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She could not even be angry with him. He was only himself. It was not as though he had tried to make her fall in love with him, it had simply happened. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    However... Had there not been moments between them? Flashes of memory filled her mind – their prolonged eye contact, their duet at the pianoforte, the heat at the touch of their hands, and what of that moment at the fountain? Had he been trying to tell her something? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Oh, Elizabeth did not know. What was the use of thinking this way? What good would it do? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She blew out a puff of air as she laid her head on her folded arms, using the writing desk as support. She was exhausted from the emotional turmoil, her lack of sleep, and memories that had no place in her life ahead of her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She dared not look in the mirror lest she find a haggard woman staring back at her again. Elizabeth had done precisely that earlier out of habit, shocking even herself. She had quickly looked away, grimacing at the woman in the mirror.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her life seemed to have been put on hold, but the funny thing was that life continued as usual about her. The sun still rose, the birds sang their songs, people called out to each other on the streets beyond her window, and breakfast was being prepared downstairs.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The world has not stopped functioning, even though my life seems to have paused. Is this how it is meant to be?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth could not decide which was worse. Falling in love with a taken man or being rejected by that same man. It did not make it any better that she had known the rejection was coming. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had never known that she would be foolish enough to love a man she stood no chance with beyond friendship. Although she sincerely doubted she had even that – Diana would never allow it. Where would her self-respect be if she were to pursue a friendship with him? Would it not seem strange to an outsider? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They never did speak of becoming friends after the plan. They had only spoken of what they would do once they parted ways. Anthony had likely proposed to Diana once more, and if she were wise enough, she would have accepted. However, Elizabeth had no intention of staying in London past a few days to hear of their happy reunion. Until her departure, she intended on staying in the townhouse. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Neither did she wish to hear of their happy life, not when her emotions were still quite raw. It was silly of her, but she could not control how she felt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth sighed again, sitting up straighter in her chair. She rubbed her nose, wincing as the raw flesh stung. She had forgotten about the state of her nose, the tenderness of it due to her night-time sobbing.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She expected to have a red nose as well. Everyone would know what she had been doing all night, but it would be acceptable as she had technically been rejected by her suitor. At least there was that. No one would question her, or rather she hoped that they would not. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had not spoken to her aunt and uncle about the rejection yet, as she had avoided them for much of the night. But she imagined that Cecilia had informed them. Elizabeth hoped that her sister had not told them the truth about the situation, as she was not prepared to deal with the repercussions of it quite yet. There was only so much that she could handle, and at that moment guilt and heartbreak were the feelings that were consuming her. Shame would have to come later. Elizabeth gave a little jump in her chair when her door was suddenly flung open by her sister. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Cecilia! What do you mean by this?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister stopped by the doorway, gave her a once-over, and grimaced. “You look a sight, Eliza.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, you are too kind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is true. Have you been crying the whole night?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth shrugged, not bothering to say anything. The answer was clear enough on her face. She was not sure what to make of her sister's jovial mood considering that she was so angry only the day before. But she did seem changed when she returned from her outing last night.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ceci, where did you go yesterday? I was fretful with thoughts that something had happened to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister smiled. “All in good time, dear sister. However, at this moment I wish for you to put more effort into your appearance. Do you have to wear that dress? I am sure that you have better looking day dresses.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But Elizabeth was not remotely bothered by her appearance. What was bothering her was that her sister was not still angry. Cecilia was one to hold grudges, and remain upset for days on end. Considering that her wedding had been put on hold indefinitely, she was surprisingly cheerful. Elizabeth did not trust it, not one bit.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why are you in high spirits, Ceci? I expected you to still be angry with me for all I have done. I shall not hold it against you as I did do something entirely foolish."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall not deny that I was upset last evening, but neither do I believe it useful or wise to dwell on the past. What is done is done.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This was unlike her sister, which worried her. Elizabeth had expected to receive an earful today about what a terrible sister she was, or perhaps even the cold shoulder. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me if I appear confused, but I do not understand your present mood. Do you plan on exacting revenge on me through feigned kindness?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To her surprise, Cecilia laughed. Now she was most worried. Perhaps her actions had broken her? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eliza, you fret without reason. Why should I remain angry and morose for what has happened in the past?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That has always been your nature, Ceci. I deserve your anger for I have most certainly wronged you.” She peered closely at her sister. “You appear to be another person this morning.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "People can change, it happens every day."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but not this rapidly. I do not know whether to be relieved or worried.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wish you to be happy, Eliza.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To Cecilia’s obvious dismay, Elizabeth burst into tears. It was all too much for her. Her sister immediately ran to her, putting her arms around her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eliza, whatever is the matter? Why do you cry so?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth shook her head, too overcome with emotion to respond. Cecilia patted her back, murmuring words of assurance to her. “Do not fret, Eliza. All will be well, you will see.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How?” she cried. “I have made a mess of things, Ceci. What can possibly happen for everything to go back to the way it was before? I wish we had never come to London!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Surely you do not mean that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I do not know! Father should have granted you the marriage and let me do as I wanted with my life instead of sending us here.” She pulled away from Cecilia. “What do I to say to them once we return home? What will they think of me? The only one who will have all that he wished for is Anthony. I cannot be mad about it because I agreed to the plan knowing that there were risks. But I never thought that I would get my heart broken in the process!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister pulled her back, this time stroking her hair as their mother did usually did. “There, there, Eliza. Would it help if I said that I have forgiven you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth cried all the more harder. She moved away from Cecilia and ran to her bed, throwing herself upon the covers. The bed dipped slightly as her sister sat down beside her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know that you are hurting, Eliza, but I promise you that all will be fine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How? It is no use, Ceci. I have made a blunder of everything. Why did I take that risk?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I am glad that you took a risk.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Still sniffing, Elizabeth sat up. “I do not understand. How can you be glad that I took a risk? If the plan had worked, then it would have been worth it. But it has not, has it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You met Anthony who showed you that there was more to life than your music."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What good did that do me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia smiled. “More than you know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I fail to see how you can be so optimistic about this. Surely a heartache is not something to be happy about?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It depends on how you look at it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth covered her eyes, falling back onto the bed. Her sister was thoroughly confusing her. “Ceci, I think that I should like to be alone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no, there is no time for that. You must come downstairs.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not hungry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister tapped her on her thigh, making her remove a hand to glare at her with one eye. “Elizabeth Ramsbury, get off this bed this instant. I shall not allow you to wallow in your tears.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am certain that this is not how you cure heartache.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, it is for you. I need you to get up, wash your face, fix your hair, and come downstairs with me. I shall not push you to change your dress, although it does look hideous.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ceci, I am not in the mood for your fashion advice. Besides, it is not as though we will be receiving any visitors. And if we do, then I shall say that I am unwell.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia shook her head and tapped harder on her thigh.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall drag you if I must. You have been in this room since our return from the garden party. Do you not think that you should come out? What of our uncle and aunt? They are worried about you as well. Would you have them fret for nought?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That made Elizabeth feel guilty. Her aunt and uncle had been nothing but kind to her. She did not wish for them to fret.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well. Give me a moment to gather myself before I come down.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think that I should wait for you. I do not trust you to do as you have said.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have my word.” She sat up. “Look, I am up. If you kindly move to the side, I can get off this bed and get started.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia stood up. “All right. Ten minutes should be ample time for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You wish to time me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you have a goal to work towards, I believe that you will ensure that you keep your word. Ten minutes, Eliza. I shall see you in a moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth watched her sister leave the room before getting up and pouring water into a bowl to freshen up. She hoped that the cold water would lessen the redness around her eyes and nose, as well as reduce the swollen look that crying always seemed to give her. It was one of the reasons she seldom cried – she looked terrible while doing so. Elizabeth often admired and envied the women who could cry so prettily. Even a red nose and swollen eyes looked good on them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She finally looked in the mirror, taking note of the damage her crying had done. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ugh, red splotches. She looked as though she had been stung by a bee.” Her eyes, nose, and mouth were swollen, and her cheeks were a bright pink. And what on earth had happened to her hair? It was a tangled mess. Mama would not be pleased. This would not do – she could not go downstairs in this condition. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She plunged her face into the water, hoping that the coldness would take some of the swelling and redness away. When she could no longer hold her breath, she came up for air, spluttering slightly. Looking in the mirror, she tried to see a difference, but there was none. She plunged her face in for the second time, this time making sure to take a deep breath. The second immersion yielded more results, so she started on her hair, wincing as the brush came into contact with knots. Thick hair is both a blessing and a curse. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth could vaguely hear a carriage draw up to the house and stop, but she paid it no mind as she knew that the postmaster often arrived at this time to deliver mail. A quick plait of her hair, a smear of face cream, a spray of perfume, and she was ready.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ceci could not say that she had not put in an effort to look more presentable. Satisfied with her appearance, she put on a brave smile and made her way downstairs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia could hardly contain her excitement as she skipped down the stairs. All was going as she had planned, now it was for Anthony to come and take over. She paused on the last step, composed herself, and continued the rest of the way to the parlour. There she found her aunt and uncle in playful conversation. They both looked up when she entered the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How is she?” Aunt Deborah asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As can be expected, but she will be coming down shortly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Poor thing, to be rejected so early in the courtship,” her uncle commented. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia longed to tell them that everything would be resolved soon, but she had given her word to Anthony. Besides, this was fun. Finally, she was doing something meaningful for her sister. Cecilia was aware that she and her sister were miles apart in personality, but that did not mean that they could not be as they were before their differences drew them so. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I believe that everything will work out in the end.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Scoundrel,” Uncle Noah exclaimed. “Leaving our Elizabeth for that Jezebel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Uncle!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is it not true?” he continued. “I may be old, but I have heard things about that Diana Lambert, her father too. That man is a fool to choose her over our Elizabeth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia smiled. “Uncle Noah, do you listen to gossip?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Gossip?” he asked. “Not me, child. It is information to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aunt Deborah laughed. “Tell the truth, Noah dear. You are quite the gossiper.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Uncle Noah picked up his tea, mumbling as he did so. This only made them laugh harder. A knock at the door had them all turning as a maid entered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A Lord Cavendish is here to see Miss Ramsbury.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Uncle Noah suddenly sprung out of his chair, making them jump. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Noah dear!” her aunt cried. “Your back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "There is nothing wrong with my back, my dove. What is wrong is that man thinking that he can come in here and expect to see Elizabeth after he publicly rejected her. That she-devil did it to him, and he would do it to our Elizabeth? I shall not allow him into my house, or my name is not Noah Shepherd!"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia looked at her uncle. She had never seen him so heated before in her life. He was usually a calm man, one who would laugh sooner than become angry. Her aunt looked shocked herself, her face one of worry and a bit of excitement. The situation would surely escalate quickly if she did not step in, so she stood up, clearing her throat. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Uncle Noah, Aunt Deborah, it is all right. Anthony is here for a special reason.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A special reason?” her aunt asked. “Do you know something?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do, but I cannot speak of it yet – it is a surprise. Please, let Lord Cavendish in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Uncle Noah narrowed his eyes. “Let him in? Do I look as though I have taken leave of my senses? I shall tell that young man what he can do about his surprise. Where is he?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked at the maid whose eyes were enlarged. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He said that he would remain at the door until he was allowed in by the master of the house.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He marched forward, Cecilia running after him. Her aunt followed, crying after them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Noah!” her aunt cried. “Think of your heart.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am as strong as an ox, woman! Do not deter me from teaching that scoundrel a lesson!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you will be hurt,” Aunt Deborah countered. “He is much younger.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I have experience.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia realised then that she had to say something or things could turn ugly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Uncle Noah, he is no longer with Miss Lambert. He is here to propose to Elizabeth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everyone stopped. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is this?” her aunt asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is true,” she insisted. “He asked me not to speak a word of it, but as you both had become quite... excited, I realised that I had to say something.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    However, Uncle Noah was not yet satisfied with her explanation. “Oh, so he has had second thoughts? I see, Miss Lambert was not treating him well? It has only been a day – a record in my old eyes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her aunt went to him and laid a hand on his arm. “Noah dear, let us hear what Lord Cavendish has to say.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Cavendish?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia heard her sister's stricken voice behind them. They all turned to look at the stairs where Elizabeth stood frozen. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Cecilia said. “He is here to see you. Will you accept his visit?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister remained silent. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do not have to see him, child,” Uncle Noah said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Noah," her aunt whispered. "Do not interfere. Allow the children to deal with this."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia looked at her sister, worried that she would deny him. Finally, she spoke. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall see him in the parlour. Will that be acceptable?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, dear,” her aunt replied. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister nodded her head, but there was something in her eyes that Cecilia felt the need to reassure her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eliza?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Everything will be all right.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth smiled. “You have said that already.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cecilia watched her sister walk to the parlour, her back straight but her head down. Then she turned to her uncle. “Uncle Noah, please open the door. It is rude to keep our visitor waiting. What would people say?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “When did I start caring about what people say? But I shall open it – God help him if he hurts her again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We will have to see,” she replied. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The door was opened, letting in the man who would either be her sister's happiness, or her pain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth's palms were sweating. Why should Anthony wish to see her? They had said all they needed to say yesterday. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Against her better judgement, she felt her hope rise. Was there a small chance that he had decided that Diana was not the woman for him? She became still when the door opened. Her back was turned, but somehow she knew that it was him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why are you here, Anthony?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have made a terrible mistake.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Could it be...?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath, exhaled, and turned to face him. Her breath caught in her throat as soon as she saw him. How could her treacherous heart still beat wildly for him? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what mistake would that be?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her voice was surprisingly level, but she could not mask the emotions running through her. He opened his mouth to speak but seemed to change his mind. Instead, he walked to her, dropping down to his knees before her. With his head bowed, he spoke.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Elizabeth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She found that she could not move, but she could speak. “What do I need to forgive you for? You have done nothing wrong.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked up. “I have hurt you and hurt myself in the process. Going back to Diana was the worst decision I could have made, but even worse was letting you walk away from me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth closed her eyes, hardly believing what he was saying. “I do not understand,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, my love, look at me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My love? Silent tears started to stream down her face, but she did as he asked. On one knee, he held a beautiful ring to her. But she could not let herself give in to her feelings, she needed to know what he wanted from her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is this? Why are you doing this?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elizabeth, every moment spent with you has left an impression upon my life. From that moment at the balcony, I knew that there was something, but I could not understand then that my heart had begun to link itself to yours. Every smile, every laugh, every word you have uttered I have stored in my memory to think over when I am alone. Even when I am not with you, I think of you, planning when I might see you again. At first, I explained it away by saying that it was all part of the plan, but the heart does not lie. Yesterday at the fountain, I wished to tell you how I felt, but I believed that you did not feel the same way, so I remained silent. When I saw Diana, I shall admit that I did not know what to do. But when you walked away from me, I could feel my heart lose the peace and joy you had brought to my life."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Because you were made for me. Elizabeth, I have adored your sharp wit and tender heart, the way in which you care for others. I never thought to meet a woman who would love music or the opera as much as I do. In fact, your skill on the pianoforte is far greater than mine, and yet we were able to complement each other and perform a perfect duet."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled. She too had had the same thoughts, but she had been trying to banish them since leaving the garden party. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Elizabeth, I do not wish to stifle your dreams and creativity. I want you to grow, but I wish for you to grow with me by your side. I shall hire many servants to make sure that you are free to do as you wish – you needn't give up who you are when you are married to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This was truly happening. Anthony was speaking about their future together, but he had yet to ask the question. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are you trying to say, Anthony?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stared deeply into her eyes. “Elizabeth Ramsbury, I love you with every fibre of my being. I love who you are. Would you do me the honour of becoming my wife?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    These were the words she had longed to hear but never hoped to. She responded by cupping his cheeks. "Perhaps the mundane responsibilities of marriage will not be so terrible if there were love and joy involved."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked at her hopefully. “Is that a yes?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded. “Nothing would make me happier than to spend the rest of my life with the man I love with every fibre of my being.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She held her hand out to him, letting him slip the ring on her finger. Elizabeth yelped with surprise when Anthony stood up, picked her up, and spun her around with a shout of laughter. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anthony!” she gushed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stopped, but he did not release her. Instead, he looked down at her, his eyes confirming everything he had just said. When he brought his head low, she closed her eyes, knowing instinctively that he was about to kiss her. As his lips touched hers, she felt her body start to tremble. Elizabeth felt his arms wrap around her, bringing her in closer. His scent, warmth and the meeting of their lips were a heady combination. She felt as though she were both melting and floating, not altogether sure that her feet were still on the ground. Elizabeth felt him pour out his love for her in that single kiss, his tenderness her undoing. When the door was suddenly opened, they leapt apart, both smiling guiltily at each other as Cecilia burst into the room.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, this is what I had been hoping for! I am so happy!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister ran to them, embracing them both. Elizabeth could not help but feel a little embarrassed for having been caught kissing, but Cecilia did not seem to mind. It was not long before her aunt and uncle entered the room, their eyes still suspicious as they looked at Anthony. It did not take her long to explain to them what had happened, eventually receiving their approval as well.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were granted some time alone, and as she sat beside him talking, a part of her still did not believe that Anthony had come back for her, but here he was, staring adoringly into her eyes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He loves me, he truly loves me. And to think that had I not come to London, I would have never met him. I shall have to thank Father for forcing me to come. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are you thinking?” he asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I need to thank my father for insisting that I come here. Had he not done so...” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I must thank him as well. Indeed, I am indebted to him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you think we should tell him of how we came to be?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He chuckled. “I doubt that your father would approve of our method.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth smiled. She would always be grateful that the plan did not go according to their initial desired end.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Who knew that a false courtship would lead to true love? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth concentrated on the keys before her, knowing that her husband was doing the same. This particular piece of music was one of the most challenging to date, but she relished challenges. She gave Anthony a side look, smiled at the adorable frown on his brow, and returned her gaze to the instrument.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They had been married for a little over a year, and she could not be happier. Of course, the beginning had been a tad tense, what with coming clean about the false courtship. Both her and Anthony had decided to reveal the truth about their whirlwind romance as many questions had been raised about it. People wished to know why he had rejected her in favour of Diana, only to reject Diana as well within a day.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been quite the scandal when the truth surfaced, but it did not negatively affect them, which had surprised her. If anything, people thought it was the single most romantic thing to have taken place during a season. It read like a story, a love story with a happy ending. But it may have ended terribly had Cecilia not stepped in and changed the course of their lives by her bravery. Now her sister was also happily married and pregnant. Their babies would only be a month apart, with Cecilia having hers first. Elizabeth felt the baby moving around in her belly as though responding to the music. Her pregnancy was going relatively well, but she was still nervous about being a good mother – her sister seemed more prepared for motherhood than she was. Ceci had surprised her with how effortlessly she stepped into the role of the perfect wife and soon-to-be mother. Although Elizabeth had also been happy, it had been quite the adjustment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Becoming a baron's wife was no small thing either. Elizabeth had never imagined the responsibilities that having a title would create. But unlike most husbands, Anthony had helped her transition into her role as Lady Cavendish. He indeed had been a loving husband, and perhaps more paranoid than she was concerning this pregnancy. Even walking down the stairs was a worry for him, afraid that she might become light-headed and fall. While she had been dizzy for most of her pregnancy, she hardly thought it necessary to take measures such as convert one of the downstairs parlours into a bedroom for them. But Anthony had insisted, and as she loved him, she had given into him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A sudden hard kick on the left of her swollen abdomen had her leaving the keys to rub her belly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oof! My, but you are a busy little bee this day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is it? Has something happened? Must I call the doctor?” Anthony had also stopped playing, his eyes fearful as he stared at her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She shook her head. “There is no need for a doctor, my love. This baby has been wriggling about for quite some time now. He or she must like this piece that we are playing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His look of relief was quite comical. He was devoted to the baby and to Elizabeth and she could not have asked for a better husband and father. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then our baby has an ear for music,” he replied. “There may be the next great composer in your belly just waiting to come out and amaze the world. Right after you, of course.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That would certainly be lovely. However, for now, I am concerned about him or her coming into this world as healthy as can be."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Just the other day she had heard about a woman who had become sick during pregnancy, resulting in her child being born deformed. While Elizabeth would still love her baby regardless of his or her appearance, her love would not be able to shield it from the judging world. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are in perfect health – the doctor said as much during his last visit. Our baby will be healthy and perfect. Just like you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled. “Perfect is not a word I would use to describe myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “To me you are. You made me the happiest man when you became my wife.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He leaned towards her to kiss her forehead, her cheeks, even her nose, and finally a tender kiss on her lips. Elizabeth always became a pool of liquid when Anthony kissed her. She was a helpless woman under his spell, and she never wanted to be released. He broke the kiss to place his cheek against her belly, murmuring sweet nothings. Anthony enjoyed touching her belly, often talking to it even in the presence of company. He was utterly shameless about his love for her and their unborn child, not caring what people thought of him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Something tells me that our baby will be spoilt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He chuckled. “I do not deny that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see how the future will be. I shall be the one to discipline, and you will be the one to console. Am I correct?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Again, I do not deny that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laughed out loud. “We shall see.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He grinned as he stood up, holding his hand out to her. "Come, sit on a more comfortable chair while I play something that I hope you and all our future children will enjoy."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have written something?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, for the baby. It has been playing in my heart ever since I learnt that I was to be a father. It took some time to put on paper, and I am still perfecting it. But it is ready enough for a first listen. Perhaps you can tell me if I am on the right track?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You never cease to amaze me, Anthony.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I would prefer to keep it that way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He helped her up, leading her to an armchair he had specially ordered to be made for her during her pregnancy. It had a support for her back and a footstool that she could easily push forward and back when she wished. Once she was settled, he kissed her belly and returned to the instrument.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have not given the lullaby a name yet, but I am open to ideas.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded. “Play, and we will surely come up with something.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He turned to the instrument, wriggled his fingers, and started to play. Elizabeth was always one to judge a piece of music by the emotions that she felt. If it did not move her, then it was not something she would listen to again. This melody, however, brought quick tears to her eyes, filling her heart with contentment and peace.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As she sat in her chair, her mind travelled to thoughts of her sister. Was she as happy as she was? Cecilia had expressed inexplicable joy being married to Percy. It seemed they both had wonderful husbands who doted on them.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I should write her a letter, I am sure that she is due any moment now.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Not wanting to disturb Anthony, she tiptoed to her writing desk, took the stationery out of the drawer, and sat down to write her letter.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    July 1816  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dear Ceci, 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It is a beautiful day in London. The birds are singing, the sun is not too hot, and my flowers have bloomed. I am particularly happy about that as I was worried that they would die while I was away. After some time in the countryside, Anthony and I decided to return to the place where our love was born. We both thought it only fitting to celebrate our first anniversary here. It seems like just yesterday that we arrived in London for the season. I admit that I was none too happy about it, as you very well know, but it all worked out in the end.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The baby has been quite active during these last few months, especially when a good piece of music is played. I attended the opera a few days ago and found myself most distracted by the leaping in my belly. Just now, as I played a duet with Anthony, he or she started to wriggle so much that I had to stop. I wonder if I shall have a baby girl or a boy first? Anthony does not mind, neither do I. I merely hope that my baby will be healthy and whole. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How is your pregnancy? I know that you were slightly queasy for quite some time – Percy was worried that you would never have any sustenance. I do hope that you are able to eat more. I have been eating as a horse does which is terrible. Anthony assures me that I look radiant and beautiful, but I feel as though I waddle as a duck does. Mind you, Anthony would still love me were I a hundred pounds over my current weight. Not that I would get to that state. Some good exercise and keeping away from Cook's desserts will be a must once I have given birth. I had a strange craving for crushed peanuts on my porridge the other day, and you know that I am not fond of peanuts.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I think it simply wonderful that we are pregnant at the same time. I do wish that we could spend more time together, comparing notes about our pregnancies, encouraging the other when a day is quite challenging, but Anthony has been quite good about it as well. He seldom leaves my side, preferring to spend his free time with me. Our bedroom is now on the ground floor, which is odd but I have grown used to it. Do you remember my dizzy spells? Anthony was gravely worried that I would fall while walking up or down the stairs, so he has made me promise him not to venture on the stairs until the doctor assures him that my light-headedness is a thing of the past. I cannot deny him anything, and he knows it. Besides, he only wishes to take care of me, and if I must sleep downstairs in what used to be my parlour, then so be it. As I write this letter, he is playing a beautiful lullaby that he has written for the baby. It indeed is a lovely piece – I am holding myself from crying or there might be splashes on this letter.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mama and Papa seem to be quite happy with each other, which is astonishing. I have never seen them act so kindly towards each other. Perhaps they have set their differences aside and reconciled? I certainly hope so. They were with us some days ago for a week or so. I am glad that Papa did not hold the false courtship against Anthony, or I might never have been allowed to marry him. He and Papa have become good friends and Papa absolutely adores him, as you know. Before they departed, Mama commented that she had the best sons-in-law in the whole of England, possibly the world. Anthony and Percy are fortunate to have in-laws who are not demanding or overly critical. It would have been a blessing to meet Anthony's parents, but that was never to be. We made a special visit to their graves a fortnight ago to pay our respects and replace the flowers we had left there during our last visit. They must have been good people to have raised a son like my husband.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Felton has found a special woman. He is not saying much about it yet, but I believe that courtship will be announced soon. I am happy for him and hope that she will be the one for him. Her name is Isabella Sykes. Perhaps you know of her? She is quite petite and blonde – I feel like an African elephant next to her. More so now that I am pregnant and near to popping out of my dresses. I have had new dresses made in the last month as my other ones have ceased to fit. My new dresses look as though several people could fit into them quite comfortably. I told Anthony to buy me material, and I would make the dresses myself, but he insisted that he did not want his pregnant wife to overwork herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I hardly do anything but eat, read and play music. I am allowed a stroll through the garden, but only when he is around. He is afraid that I shall have a fainting spell and fall, or even trip on an exposed root or a stone. This is our first pregnancy, so I suppose his worry is understandable, but I do wonder if he will do the same with the second baby? Oh dear me! I have not yet given birth and yet I am speaking about the next baby! I would like three, but Anthony would like five or seven – no even numbers. I have asked him why not four or six, but he is adamant that we are not to have an even number of children. He is a strange man at times, but I love him all the more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I sincerely hope that our children will spend much time together and grow up as close as we have been. They will be cousins, but I would have them treat each other like brothers and sisters. There is nothing better than a family being united as one. Perhaps we can spend Christmas together by alternating as hostesses? One year can be at my house, and the following at yours. Of course, we will need to have a Christmas in our childhood home as well. I thought that we could do so this year? By then we will both be mothers with our own bundles of joy. I am sure that Mama would love to see her grandchildren, Father as well. The house must be empty without us, however, judging by their last visit to us here in London, they do not look strained.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aunt Deborah and Uncle Noah send their love and request that you visit them before the year is out. I was with them just yesterday, and they are still the same adorable couple that we love. If we think about it, they also had a part to play in my happiness. To think that Uncle Noah had once wished to lay a hand on Anthony for my honour. Today, they are great friends. They will be leaving soon to travel to each of their children's homes and will be away for several months.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I ran into Miss Lambert during my time at the seamstress. She did not say much to me, but I did notice that she is not the same woman. Gone is that hard glint in her eyes. I honestly do not wish her any ill, and neither does Anthony. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That is all the news that I have at this moment. I look forward to hearing from you. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Your Loving Sister, 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth folded the letter once and slipped it into an envelope. The postmaster would arrive that evening to do one last round of mail. She would give it to him then. The piece that Anthony was playing ended on a sweet note. Rather than wait for him to come to her, she went to him and placed her arms about him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That was lovely, Anthony. I am sure that our baby will love it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He lifted her arms to turn around, making her sit in his lap once he was facing her. He placed one hand on her belly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It shall not be long before this little one greets the world. Have I ever told you how happy I am and how much I love you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled. “Yes, several times a day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then it is not enough. It needs to be every minute of every day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I believe that you have already achieved that. You show your love for me in little ways and big ways. Every time I sit in my armchair, I am reminded of your love. When I sleep in our new bedroom, I am reminded of your love. Hearing you play the lullaby is a reminder of your love. I am surrounded by your love, Anthony, and there is not a place that I would rather be than in your arms.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good, because I shall never let you go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laughed and kissed his brow. "Is that a threat?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, a promise. I shall follow you wherever you may go – you will never be rid of me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would never wish to be rid of you. I do not think that I could survive a day without you. Or perhaps I may survive, but I shall not be living. How did we come to be so dependent on each other?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose that a love like ours only comes once in a lifetime, and once you find it, you never wish to be apart from the person you love.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What he said was true for she felt it keenly every day. Her life was entwined with his, and his with hers.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We are hopelessly in love, and happily so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Right then the baby kicked where Anthony had his hand. He looked at her in wonder. “I think I just felt a little hand,” he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I believe that was the baby's way of including itself in our conversation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her husband's eyes grew misty as he gazed at her. He laid his head gently on her belly, hugging her to him. Elizabeth stroked his hair, loving this beautiful moment with her little family. This was all she never knew she wanted. They sat like this for some time, not moving. As the sun set and cast shadows in the room, she knew that not even darkness could extinguish their light. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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 Introduction 
 
      
 
    Lady Charlotte Lumley knows that she can never aspire to have a normal life, like any other lady in her position would. Many years ago, an accident on a rainy day, had put an end to any chance of her becoming a bride. Charlotte has resigned herself to an inevitable fate – she became a social recluse, who even her parents never speak of, because of the affliction that torments her; a ghost daughter, who must stay hidden away. But when she meets the kind and handsome Marquess, her heart flutters for the first time! Can she let go of her secret and believe that love is on the cards for her too? 
 
      
 
    Sebastian, the Marquess of Wharton, has no desire to marry. The vapid society ladies that his mother insists on throwing on his path do not interest him at all. All that changes when he suddenly meets a beautiful lady on a crowded street, and he is forced to reconsider his perspective. Despite all his mother’s efforts, Sebastian is smitten with the mysterious Charlotte and cannot stop thinking about her. Will he be able to discover her well-kept secret and convince her that she is the one who owns his heart? 
 
      
 
    Even though they were instantly attracted to each other, each one repelled those thoughts for their own reasons. Nonetheless, avoiding that powerful chemistry cannot last long. Can Charlotte ever hope to let go of her painful past, and learn to embrace life, and a chance of true love? Will Sebastian be able to break free of society’s norms and follow his heart? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cranwick Manor, Devonshire, 1812 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Charlotte Lumley stared out of the window of her second storey bedroom. Today was the day. The sky arched in a perfect blue above the manor, and she could see the sun already ascending, climbing towards the heavens. The wind whipped her long dark hair around her face, and she closed her eyes, breathing in the fragrance of the rose garden just below her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The door suddenly burst open and Dulcie, her maid since she had been a little girl, came in, halting abruptly. “My lady! What do you think you are about, half hanging out of the window in your nightgown?” The plump maid bustled towards her. “Come in quickly, before the grooms see you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte laughed, closing the window. “Do not scold me, Dulcie. The day is simply perfect.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The maid’s blue eyes flashed. “It would not be so perfect, my lady, if the servants started gossiping about you,” she said tartly, taking her by the arm and leading her further into the room. “Let’s get you dressed, and then we can talk about what fanciful notions are going through that head of yours.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte obeyed, letting Dulcie dress her. The maid was long practised and took barely any time. The next thing she knew she was sitting at the dressing table, staring at herself in the mirror. Charlotte sighed. The joy she had felt at greeting the summer day was dissipating just a little. Her siblings were not at home, staying at a friend’s estate twenty miles away. Her father, the Earl of Montgomery, was always holed up in his study entertaining his gentlemen friends, or else out hunting in the grounds. Her mother, the countess, was usually tearing around the countryside in her carriage, visiting acquaintances. Charlotte had been left to her own devices for weeks now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am so bored,” she announced dramatically, staring at Dulcie in the mirror. “I declare I have been haunting the manor like a ghost ever since Diana and George left.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You miss them, I daresay,” said Dulcie, her mouth full of hairpins. “You three are like peas in a pod, and always have been. But they will be back next week, my lady. Then we shall all be travelling to London for the season. Oh, I cannot wait, I must say!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled at the maid’s excitement. Dulcie always looked forward to the annual trip to Acton House, their London residence. But London was still two weeks away. A great chasm of time stretched out before her. So many hours and days to fill. She had read practically every book in the library. She had played the piano until her fingers ached. Painting also occupied some time, but she was uninspired. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think I shall take Prancer for a ride today,” she declared.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dulcie put down the hairbrush, staring at her dubiously. “You know your father’s thoughts about riding alone, my lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte rolled her eyes. “He shan’t even know, Dulcie. And besides, the weather is perfect. Prancer and I shall be back before the earl knows that we have gone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dulcie frowned at her. “Just because you turned nineteen a month ago doesn’t mean you are too old to obey your father.” She put her hands on her hips. “Promise me you shall do no such thing, my lady. If you wish to ride, wait until your brother and sister are back to ride with you. You might even speak to the earl and see if he could accompany you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte picked at a stray thread on her gown. “He will not. He is always too busy, as is my lady mother. They have barely spent any time with me in the last two weeks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Such a sour-puss.” Dulcie’s voice was mild. “The good Lord doesn’t smile on sulking young ladies, as well you know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte rolled her eyes again. Dulcie had been trotting out that line since she was little. But she was too old now for platitudes. She was a young lady of nineteen and old enough to make up her own mind about such silly things as going for a ride. The weather was good. Why shouldn’t she? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The earl and countess would never know. Neither would Dulcie. She would simply slip out and be back before they even realised. Her mind made up, Charlotte smiled. Yes, today was indeed the day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The wind was cooling on her face as she approached the stables. Old Harris, the farrier, broke into a gap-toothed grin when he saw her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Morning, my lady,” he drawled. “And what can I do for you this fine morning?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled. She liked Harris. He had been farrier in her father’s stables since she was a little girl. He had taught her everything she needed to know about riding. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Harris,” she said. “Can you prepare Prancer? I think I will head out over the hill towards Salbridge.” Salbridge was a village only five miles from Cranwick Manor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Harris rubbed his stubbled chin. “My lord has said that you can ride by yourself?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course.” She stared at him, not blinking. “My father and mother are aware of it. Do not worry, Harris. I shall be back before you know it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Prancer was happy to see her. He stomped his feet, neighing with delight. She rubbed him down gently, talking to him. He was her favourite horse and always seemed to understand her. Harris led him out of the stables for her, and then she mounted him, spurring him across the fields. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was so wonderful riding in the open air, green fields spotted with wild daisies, that she lost track of time. And her bearings, too. Puzzled, she stopped on the edge of a hill. Salbridge was nowhere in sight. She must have taken a slightly different way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’d better head back,” she whispered in the horse’s ear. “Come on, old boy. Mama will be angry if I am not in the drawing room for afternoon tea.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Prancer whinnied as she turned him around, back towards home. A single drop of rain fell on her face. She stared up at the sky, puzzled. The sky was darkening ominously. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A storm was approaching. A sudden summer storm. They could whip up quickly in this part of Devonshire. Angry grey clouds swirled around, and in the distance she heard the first low rumble of thunder. Prancer whinnied nervously. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She petted him, whispering sweet words in his ear to reassure him. But she couldn’t stop the stab of misgiving that entered her heart as she watched lightning criss-cross the sky. She spurred him on. She simply must get home before the worst of the storm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was only half a mile away when it arrived. Torrential rain whipping around her face. It was so heavy, and fell so hard, that it was all she could do to lead Prancer onwards. She was drenched. A drowned rat, as her brother George would say. Mama would be furious that she had ruined her new white muslin gown. It was a birthday gift, after all, purchased from the very best dressmaker in Salbridge. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But all thoughts of ruined gowns fled her mind as another fork of lightning pierced the sky. It was close. So close that Prancer took fright suddenly, racing off. She could barely hold on, and she couldn’t see a thing through the rain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Prancer!” she cried desperately. “Slow down!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But the spooked horse kept running, veering wildly. Suddenly, he hit a ditch. His legs buckled violently, and she was flying through the air, landing with a thud on the sodden ground. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dazed, she tried to get up. But every time she attempted it, sharp pain assailed her. She couldn’t get to her feet. Even moving her head and arms was an agony beyond anything she had ever experienced. But worse than anything was hearing Prancer’s desperate squeals from the ditch. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She clawed the ground, trying to get to him. But then everything went dizzy, and black. She awoke abruptly to the face of Old Harris, calling to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My lady,” he had entreated. “Lady Charlotte. Wake up, my lady!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her eyes flickered open. The rain had slowed to a drizzle. “Harris,” she whispered. “What happened?” And then she remembered. “Where is Prancer?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A look of sorrow came over his weathered, wrinkled face and his rheumy blue eyes filled with tears. “It’s too late for old Prancer, my lady. He broke both front legs, I am sorry to say. I had to have him shot.” He took a deep breath. “It was the kindest thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, no,” she cried. How could he be dead? It was all her fault. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    London, 1816. Four years later 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A flash of lightning illuminated the bedroom. It was so intense that it permeated through the heavy lace curtain, etching the furniture in an almost white light. In the four-poster bed, Charlotte stirred slightly, huddled beneath the blankets. She moaned, turning to her side. Even though she was deeply asleep, she knew. The thunderstorm was bringing it all back. She slid into the dream as seamlessly as putting on a glove. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was raining. So much rain that it fell in heavy sheets around her. So much rain that she could barely see through it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For one moment she was staring up at the sky, watching the lightning flash in forks around her. Then she turned her gaze downwards, to her arm. Static electricity crackled through the air, the hairs were raised slightly, like soldiers standing to attention. She shivered, even though it was warm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Prancer shivered too. She leaned down in the saddle, stroking his chestnut coat, trying to reassure him. But strangely, no words came out. Surprised, her hand flew to her throat. She opened her mouth again … but nothing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The rain was drenching her. So much rain. She had never seen so much rain before. How was it even possible that the sky contained so much? Thunder and lightning. A fork flashed, and Prancer was racing. She gripped him fiercely, but it was too late. He had bolted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everything blurred. Everything was too fast. She felt sick, like she was tumbling over and over. And then the world started spinning. She was flying through the air. She put out her hands to stop her fall, but the ground never arrived. She was hurtling downwards, forever …  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sat bolt upright in bed. Her heart was racing. Without hearing it, she knew that she had screamed. She also knew that no one would come to her. Her mother and father were on the other side of the mansion, and her sister and brother – who were closer – had been told not to humour her. She had eavesdropped on a conversation just the other day in the drawing room, between her mother and her sister. She hadn’t meant to be loitering in the hallway. She hadn’t even known that her mother and sister were in there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Charlotte is verging on hysterical,” the countess had said. Charlotte heard the clink of a teacup on a saucer. “So many nightmares. Do not encourage her, Diana. If you keep rushing into her bedroom every time she has one to comfort her, it becomes a habit. She feeds off it, you see. It is best if you just ignore her entirely.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Mama,” her sister Diana’s voice was sweet and concerned. Just like her. “She is terrified. Every time I go to comfort her she is so shaken and distressed. Surely it cannot hurt to give her even a small measure of relief?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The countess sighed heavily. “Indulgence. It is not to be tolerated. It has been more than four years, and the earl and I despair of her.” The countess paused. “No, I must be strict on this. You and George are too soft with her, Diana. You are the younger sister, after all, and yet you pet her like she is an injured lamb.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama,” said Diana cajolingly. “You of all people know what she has endured. How can you say such things?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte’s heart had constricted. Indeed, how could her mother say it? And yet, she already knew how much of a burden she was on her parents, even as they sought to help her. Sometimes she felt their cold eyes upon her, assessing her, as if she were a strange insect they had just happened upon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sighed now, slowly drifting backwards towards the pillow. No, there would be no one coming to comfort her. She would just have to endure it alone, as she always did these days. She wasn’t even in her usual bedroom at their beloved estate in Devonshire. They were at their London mansion, Acton House. Charlotte stared around. She had never liked this room. It was cold, empty and devoid of sentiment. A place that she must endure before they could return home to Cranwick Manor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She turned to her side. Another flash of lightning illuminated the room. She gazed at the window. That was what had brought it on, of course. The thunderstorm. Just like the one that had filled the sky all those years ago. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte raised her left hand. It was happening again. The nightmare must have brought it on. A slight tremor, growing worse as her heart beat faster. Fiercely, she willed it to stop, but she might as well have been wishing for the sun to stop rising in the east. When it happened, she could not control it. She had learnt that the hard way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She must have dozed off again, because the next thing she knew Dulcie was pushing back the curtains. The maid turned to her, plump hands on her hips. “Well now, my lady. Time to rise and shine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sat up in the bed, disoriented. “Has the storm passed, Dulcie?” she asked fearfully. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “All gone.” The maid beamed. “Sunshine now, my lady. Never fear. Let’s get you up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte put out a hand to allay the woman. “I am fine, Dulcie. I can get out of bed myself.” She swung her legs over the side of the bed, tentatively stepping onto her feet. A wave of relief swept through her. She was fine. The tremors had abated while she slept. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The maid briskly dressed her, pulling at her as if she were a rag doll. And then she led her over to the dressing table to do her hair and toilette. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ringlets?” Dulcie picked up a strand of her dark hair, staring at her in the mirror. “All the ladies are wearing ringlets at the front, I have noticed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte shrugged, disinterested. “Do what you will. It is not as if anyone ever notices, anyway.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, fie, my lady.” Dulcie’s eyes widened. “You are a pale thing, to be sure. But just as pretty as any of those flibbertigibbets that parade down Bond Street. You should take some interest in how you look.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sighed heavily. “I cannot seem to find the interest. It is not as if I go anywhere to make such an effort. I cannot remember the last time I attended a dance, or even a morning tea.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The maid nodded as she skilfully arranged her hair. “Well, that is in the country. They are all dull there, as well we know. You are in London now and must look the part. You are an earl’s daughter, after all, and better than most.” She rested a hand gently on her shoulder. “The nightmares aren’t real, my lady. It is all over and done with.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The door suddenly opened. The countess, resplendent in a gold high-waisted gown with matching cap, stood there imperiously. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Leave us.” Her voice was sharp.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dulcie quickly curtsied, leaving the room. The countess swept into the room, staring at Charlotte. She picked up a hair ribbon from the dressing table, winding it in her hands. Charlotte watched her mother cautiously. What was she doing here, so early in the morning? What couldn’t wait until breakfast? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We will be having a visitor this morning,” she announced. “As soon as breakfast is over, I want you to go to the drawing room.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stared at her. “A visitor? For me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The countess sighed, letting the ribbon fall to the floor. “That is correct, Charlotte. And I do not want any of your usual nonsense about it.” She frowned, as if underlining her statement. “A Dr. Gibson. He has a formidable reputation. I want him to examine you and give us his opinion.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sighed. “Mama, you know that it is all for naught. No physician can tell us what is wrong with me, nor have a cure for it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The countess gazed at her sharply. “There are always second opinions, daughter. And third ones. You must not give up so easily.” She drew herself up to her full, imposing height. “The drawing room. As soon as breakfast is over.” She left the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sighed again. What did any of it matter, anyway? Her life as she had known it was over. All because she had chosen to ride through a summer storm, so many years ago. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stared at the physician, Dr. Gibson, with distaste. He was so large he seemed to fill the room with his presence. She could see that her mother was astounded too at the enormous man balancing on the edge of her chaise longue like a teacup teetering on the edge of a table. He looked out of place in this genteel drawing room, to say the least.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had dull grey, tightly curling hair, tied back with a black ribbon. a face the colour of port wine, with a large bulbous nose one shade darker than his skin. But that was not the worst of him. Whenever he smiled, or laughed, a strange smell emanated from his mouth. Charlotte frowned. Had he been eating pickles, or herring? It was all she could do not to reel back in disgust when he had been examining her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had prodded and poked, picked up her wrist, muttering under his breath the whole while. And now he was drinking his cup of tea, staring at her over the rim as if she were a puzzle he couldn’t quite make out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A pretty girl,” he pronounced now, as if she wasn’t there, his black eyes narrowed. “A delicate, petite stature. But too pale, to be sure. Perhaps she needs more sunlight, Lady Montgomery?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed.” The countess’s voice was tight. “I do not think that wise, Dr. Gibson. A lady must protect her complexion.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quite so, quite so.” The physician frowned. “A puzzling array of symptoms. And they all started after the unfortunate accident, you say?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The countess nodded. “My daughter was the epitome of good health prior to it, Doctor. In fact, she was blooming. My Lord and I were lining up some very good matrimonial prospects.” She took a sip of her tea. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stared down at her hands in her lap, unable to stop herself rolling her eyes. Why did her mother always talk that way about her? As if she had disappointed her parents by having the worst calamity of her life. It wasn’t as if she intended the fall, after all. It had not been in her mind to destroy her matrimonial prospects that day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dr. Gibson leaned forward, almost falling off the chaise longue. “I wonder if you have ever heard of Augustus d’Este, my lady?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The countess blinked. “Are you referring to the king’s grandson? The invalid?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dr. Gibson nodded. “The very one. He had similar symptoms to your daughter: impacted vision, tremors, numbness.” He took a deep breath. “He declined in health over the course of his life, and is now bedridden, unable to get up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Was there a diagnosis?” The countess’s voice was low. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The physician shook his head. “There is not a name for what afflicts him. But I am drawing parallels between his case and your daughter’s.” He stared at Charlotte. “It is only a theory, and I might of course be mistaken. But I believe that your daughter will decline slowly over the years, as he did, and will end up bedridden. She will be unable to walk or serve herself. Or decline entirely.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The countess gasped. “My daughter will become an invalid? Or even …” Her voice trailed away and she stared at Charlotte. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The physician coughed. “It is only a theory, my lady. But the symptoms are very similar. I think that you and Lord Montgomery must prepare yourselves for it. I doubt greatly that she will get better, or ever be cured.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte heard his voice fading in and out, as if from a great distance. He was saying something about declining further and becoming an invalid. He even hinted at death. Shocked, she watched his mouth move, but the words seemed to drift away into the air. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stood up abruptly. “If you will excuse me. I must take some air.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Without waiting for permission, she stumbled out of the drawing room. Her mother would never let her hear the end of it, of course. She would be scolded soundly for daring to leave without asking, and being so rude to a guest, even if it was only a physician. But in that moment even the thought of her mother’s certain censure was not enough to stop her. She needed to be by herself and process the shocking words that had come out of his mouth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Picking up the hem of her gown, she turned towards the stairs, intending to flee to her room. But her foot arrested on the first step. She could hear the tinkling notes of the pianoforte drifting towards her, from the music room. She smiled faintly, turning her head towards it. It was Moonlight Sonata by Beethoven, one of her favourites. Once upon a time she had lost herself in playing it, along with many other sonatas and concertos. She had even enjoyed playing country jigs. But since the accident she had stopped. She couldn’t trust that the tremors in her hands would not appear and spoil the music. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte drifted towards the room, almost unwillingly. At the entrance she stopped and stared. She already knew who would be playing so beautifully, but the sight of her dear sister Diana never failed to fill her heart with gladness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her eyes took in her sister’s dark hair, styled in tight ringlets at the front, with a centre parting and a loose bun at the back. Fashionable, but not ostentatious – a little like Diana herself. Today she was wearing a pale primrose morning dress, very high-waisted, with a subtle trail of embroidered fleur-de-lis along the edge. Diana’s blue eyes were closed as her long fingers swept over the pianoforte. Lost in the music, as always. Charlotte smiled, resting her head against the door frame, closing her eyes as well. She could listen to Diana play all day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sister!” The music suddenly stopped. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte opened her eyes. Diana was staring at her, a worried frown puckering her brow.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana got up swiftly, approaching her. “Dearest. What is wrong? Did the visit with the physician not go well?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte felt tears pricking behind her eyes. Diana made a soft sound, leading her into the room. They sat on chairs near the long window, with the view over Piccadilly. In the distance Charlotte could see a carriage driving by and heard the woebegone voice of a flower-seller calling out her wares in front of the grand building opposite. She blinked. She still wasn’t used to seeing London when she gazed out of a window, rather than the rolling green hills surrounding Cranwick Manor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Charlotte,” Diana’s voice was gentle. “Please, dearest. Tell me what is wrong.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sighed, fighting back the tears. She wouldn’t cry, she told herself fiercely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Bad news, I fear,” she said softly. “The physician has informed Mama and I that my symptoms will not dissipate. In fact, they shall worsen, until I am so incapacitated that I shall be bedridden.” She bit her lip, staring out the window again. “That is if I do not die before such a fate claims me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana gasped. She reached out, taking Charlotte’s hand. “Oh, Charlotte! Surely not? How can the man pronounce such a verdict on such scant examination? It is absurd.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sighed. “He believes I have the same symptoms as one Augustus d’Este. King George’s grandson. He is bedridden, now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana frowned. “I have heard of him. They say that he was in a wheelchair and suffered such tremors and numbness that he could barely hold a fork.” She paused. “But how can this … physician claim unequivocally that you will suffer the same fate as he?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He does not claim it.” Charlotte’s voice was soft. “He merely states that it is a theory, and as good as any that I have heard. Think, dearest. My problems with my vision, my tremors and numbness … all are getting worse over time, not better. It does indeed suggest that I am declining in the same manner.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana shook her head vigorously, causing her ringlets to shake. “I do not believe it. I refuse to believe it!” Her grip on Charlotte’s hand tightened. “And you must not believe it either, my dearest sister. This quack is just like all the others. They have their half-baked theories, but no one knows for sure. You mustn’t let this stop you living your life the way that you should.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte blinked back tears again. Diana was the sweetest sister anyone could hope for, but she was lying. She could see it in the scared look in her eyes, the way they flickered from side to side. She knew that Diana was fearful too, but wouldn’t show it. She would want to make Charlotte believe that everything was going to turn out well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her eyes drifted out the window. The flower-seller was packing up, placing her bunches of roses and forget-me-nots on the back of her cart and hauling it out onto the road. Evidently, business was not good on this road. The old woman looked tired and defeated. Her shoulders were hunched as she slowly pulled the cart, disappearing from view. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Life is fleeting and hard, thought Charlotte. For everyone. She was in a better position than most. She was the daughter of an earl, with every comfort and luxury imaginable. But still all the riches and position in the world could not cure what ailed her. She was just like the old flower-seller – a victim of the hand that life had played her. She could accept that hand, or she could fight it. What was she going to do? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath. “I am fearful, Diana, but your kind words have calmed me, as they always do. I will not deny that I was shocked by what he said. To hear that there is a strong possibility that you will end up bedridden or dying soon tends to rattle you, just a little.” She laughed softly. “But do not be so worrisome for me, sister. I will carry on, as I always do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tears swam in Diana’s eyes. “You are so brave, Lottie.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled, warmed to hear her sister call her by her childhood nickname. “I am no such thing. I am a hysterical woman, beset by bad dreams and retiring to her bed with the vapours when overwhelmed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana frowned. “Do not listen to Mama and Papa. I know that they can appear … callous when they talk to you about your malady. But I am sure that deep down they know how brave you are – how gallantly you battle what besets you …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte raised an eyebrow. “Perhaps we are speaking of different people, dearest. Your parents are solicitous and doting. So are George’s.” She bit her lip. “Mine, however, do not want to claim me anymore. I am burdensome to them. Tell me, does any one of our good parents’ London acquaintances even know of my existence?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana reddened slightly. “It is because you have not been in London and attended the seasons here since the accident, Charlotte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte snorted, rubbing her white poplin gown between her fingers. “That is poppycock. They are embarrassed by me and that is the truth of it. They would prefer that their fine friends not even know about me. They want to hide me away, as if I were loathsome or fearsome.” She stared at her sister. “No one even knows about the accident, or what has happened to me since. Nor will they. Not now I can no longer make the advantageous marriage that they hunger for.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A determined look came over Diana’s face. “You shall marry. And you shall have a fine tribe of children, each one more rambunctious and naughtier than the last.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte laughed, but her heart constricted, just a little. She knew that she would never marry or have children. What man would want such a delicate flower, beset by tremors and nightmares? And as for having children … well, it would probably be physically impossible. If she had to take to her bed now, how taxed would she be with the physical demands of childbearing and rearing? If she survived it at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Diana.” She shook her head. “You know that I have made my peace with the knowledge that I shall never be a wife or a mother. And there has hardly been a plethora of eligible young men beating down our door to ask for my hand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana sighed heavily. “You are your own worst enemy sometimes, sister. You have been a hermit, holing yourself up at Cranwick Manor and avoiding the seasons in London. If you attended the assemblies and dances here, you might catch the eye of some eligible gentlemen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled. “It does not matter.” She raised her chin. “I shall not pursue that course. But I have decided to have a newfound philosophy on my days, nonetheless. If my days are numbered … then I must live every one of them as if it were my last.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana’s eyes lightened. “Sister …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stood up. “It starts now, Diana. I have already interrupted your playing. But would you mind terribly if I took over? My fingers are simply itching to play that sonata.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana nodded. Charlotte took a deep breath and sat down carefully, spreading her dress around her. The music sheets were already on the stand. She just had to read them and start playing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her heart was hammering as she spread her fingers over the keys. Was that a slight tremor? Determinedly she ignored it. She started playing. The notes were a little discordant – she was out of practise. But soon she was as swept up in the music as she had been when she had listened to Diana playing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She closed her eyes. How could she have ever stopped doing this? It was a part of her. She loved music passionately. And nothing was going to stop her doing what she loved. She might end up bedridden, or slowly die, but until then … she had to live. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The countess glared at Charlotte over the grand dining table, stabbing at her food with a fork. “It is simply intolerable, Charlotte. To scurry out of the room like that, without requesting permission. Dr. Gibson was flabbergasted, to say the least.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte raised her chin. “I am sure that you handled it with your usual aplomb, Mama.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George stifled a laugh. “You seem brighter, sister. I saw you painting this afternoon. It warmed my heart. It has been so long since you have done it, and you have such talent.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled at him. “I don’t know if I am particularly talented, George, but I do enjoy it.” She took a deep breath, staring around at her family. “I am going to do everything that I have always loved from now on. I am simply determined.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother gaped at her. Her father choked a little on his wine. Diana let out a small squeal of joy, sounding much like a mouse. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Bravo!” said George, his eyes gleaming at her. “I am planning an excursion to Bond Street tomorrow, sister. A spot of shopping. I think that with your newfound attitude, you should definitely come. I think that London deserves to see the new and improved Lady Charlotte Lumley.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stepped down from the carriage onto the pavement, gazing around her. She had been to London many times, of course, but not since the accident. And she had never been here. Bond Street. The most fashionable of streets, where the beau monde came to see and be seen. All under the guise of shopping. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George held out his arm. “Shall we?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled, trying to dispel her nervousness. It was so busy. Fashionable gentlemen and ladies, resplendent in morning dress, sashayed along the pavements, stopping to chat or peer into shop windows. They were coming and going out of haberdasheries, jewellers, tailors and dressmakers. Carts and carriages rumbled back and forth along the street, sometimes throwing mud up onto the pavements, making the young ladies frown and pick up the hems of their gowns to avoid it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bond Street was a far cry from the endless green hills of her home. It was a little overwhelming. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ll be fine,” whispered George, smiling indulgently. “We shan’t stay long if you find it too much.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte took a deep breath, taking his arm. “Lead on, George.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s the spirit,” her brother laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They ambled slowly up the street. “I didn’t ask last night,” George said, staring down at her. “I was too busy watching the old folks spluttering into their soup at your words. What has brought on this new lease of life?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled slowly. “Another brush with a quack, George. He told me that I will probably end up bedridden or die before my time.” Her smile widened at the alarmed look that crossed his face. “Do not worry. Even if his theory is true, it changed something for me. I am determined that I must not dwell on it and should live my life exactly the way that I want to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good for you.” George smiled at her tenderly. “It is only what Diana and I have been telling you for the past four years, but better late than never. You always were a slow learner.” His smile turned impish. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte’s eyes gleamed. “And you were always impudent, brother of mine. Spoiling the milk and making the governess cry in the nursery with your antics. You have always led us all on a merry dance. Particularly Mama and Papa.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am a reformed man,” he said, glancing up at the lodgings above the shops. “I have not frequented one house of ill-repute since we have arrived in London. I am determined not to gamble my inheritance away.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled. George was incorrigible, but lately he seemed to have matured, spending less time with his rowdy London friends and more time at Cranwick Manor, attending the estate alongside their father. He was the Viscount Castlereagh – the eldest son of the Earl of Montgomery always took the title – but he was also their father’s heir. One day he would be the earl, with all its attendant duties and responsibilities. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t think there was ever any danger of that,” Charlotte remarked, gazing at him fondly. “You have always had a fondness for the cards, but you are not stupid, George. You know when to throw them on the table.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your faith in me is gratifying,” he laughed. They lingered for a moment outside a milliner’s shop window. “To repay your kind words I think you need a new bonnet, sister. Or maybe two. Shall we?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte laughed and they entered the shop, the bell tinkling above them. Her heart was filled with gladness as she stared around the tiny shop. With such wonderful siblings by her side, she felt as though she could take on anything. She could take on the whole world. Or the London beau monde, at least. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were still laughing when they left the shop. George had insisted on buying her three bonnets, even though she had demurred, telling him she had no need for them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not go anywhere to wear them,” she had laughed. “They shall rot away in the back of my wardrobe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George stared at her, pretending to be shocked. “For shame! I declare that is the old Lady Charlotte Lumley speaking. The new Lady Charlotte Lumley shall be the talk of the town, and the sprightliest social butterfly London has ever seen!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She clutched the newly purchased bonnets, neatly wrapped in brown paper, tightly to her chest as they strolled down the street. George spied a boxing academy above a shop and launched into a tale about a match he had once seen. As much as Charlotte loved her brother, she did not share his enthusiasm for sport. Bored, she answered perfunctorily, not really listening.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was then she saw the turtle doves, flying high above the street. She had always loved turtle doves. They were numerous around Cranwick Manor and when she was a little girl she loved to climb trees to discover their nests. Her nursemaid always scolded her, of course, claiming it was not an activity for a young lady. But she never listened. At the very next opportunity she would be climbing again, as high as she could, gazing down at the world below. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled, her eyes glazing as she followed the flight of the doves. She had forgotten that feeling of freedom, when she used to climb. The wind on her face. The same feeling she had when she had been riding Prancer, or one of the other horses in her father’s stables. The doves dipped and soared in the sky. What must it be like, being able to fly like that? To be a part of the sky and the wind and not have these silly human problems anymore. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was so deep in her reverie, watching the flight of the birds, that she didn’t even realise that she was still walking slowly up the street. Suddenly, she collided sharply with a man coming from the opposite direction. Charlotte’s brown paper package containing her newly purchased bonnets fell to the ground. She gasped, stunned. The man she had run into cursed softly under his breath as his own parcels tumbled to the ground. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They bent to retrieve them at the same time, only succeeding in bumping heads. Charlotte reeled back, blushing. The man gazed at her. Her mouth gaped. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was young, probably only a few years older than she was, and he was handsome. Dark complexioned, with chiselled cheekbones and a strong, aquiline nose. But as she stooped, gazing at him like a stunned deer, it was his eyes that held her attention. They were a peculiar shade of green, almost exactly the colour of the moss that grew near the pond at Cranwick Manor, and they were fringed by long, dark lashes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The man seemed as dumbfounded by the situation as she was. He gazed back at her, a dazed expression on his face, as if he had never encountered another human being in his life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte felt her heart start to beat faster. The situation was absurd. She should get to her feet immediately, apologise, and they could be on their way. And yet she was transfixed, as though she wasn’t able to move at all. All she could do was gaze into the face of the handsome stranger, just as he was gazing at her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly her wits returned. George was already on the ground with them and helping her to her feet. She picked up her parcel. The stranger did the same, gathering his parcels and standing. He was tall. So tall that she had to raise her head to see his face. And he was dressed in very fashionable clothing: a white muslin shirt, crisp blue tailcoat with gold buttons, and blue breeches. He held his hat, which had toppled from his head when they had collided, in his hands. As soon as her eyes alighted on it, he placed it on his head again, concealing his closely cropped black hair. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A very well-to-do gentleman, thought Charlotte, taking in the quality of his dress. Was he a dandy? George had told her about them: fashionable young men who liked to swan up and down Bond Street, dressed to perfection, inciting admiration in the hearts of all the young ladies. They were hardly commonplace in the lanes around her country home. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Madam,” he bowed slightly. “I do apologise for my inattention.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George rushed in. “By Jove, is it you, my lord?” He looked starstruck. “I do apologise for my sister. She is a clumsy thing.” Charlotte glared at him, but he ignored her. “I hope you didn’t sustain an injury?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The man smiled. “No damage done. It’s Castlereagh, isn’t it? We have met before in London. A few seasons ago, at Lord Louie Minthrop’s townhouse.” His smile broadened. “I seem to recall we shared a tumbler or two of his finest brandy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George beamed. “That was quite a night.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Sebastian inclined his head, staring pointedly at Charlotte. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George started. “Oh, do forgive me. This is my sister, Lady Charlotte Lumley.” He turned to her. “May I introduce Lord Sebastian Wharton, the Marquis of Wharton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte curtseyed low, staring at the ground. A marquis? No wonder he looked so well turned out. And he had an air of natural authority. Already she could see that the young ladies strolling up and down the street were watching them, curious. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Sebastian bowed. “Lady Charlotte. I do hope that your head is not suffering a lump?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled. “My head is made of sterner stuff, my lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He gazed at her, his green eyes narrowed. “It is not filled with the stuff and nonsense of most of the young ladies swanning up and down this street, then? You fill it with poetry and music, rather than Gothic novels and thoughts of the latest gown?” A smile played around his lips. “I feel only then can you confidently say it is strong enough to endure such a blow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte gaped at him. Was he teasing her? But judging by the glint in his green eyes, it rather seemed that he was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think poetry and music would not be sufficient,” she replied gravely. “Perhaps an operetta? I have often found that those who fill their heads with quotations from the Bible can sustain any blow that life throws at them. But alas, my bible is at home and can bring me little relief.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George stared at her as though she had taken leave of her senses entirely. But Lord Sebastian smiled down at her. He seemed pleased. As if she had just passed a test she didn’t even realise she was taking. The silence stretched between them, as they studied each other, for so long that George coughed uncomfortably. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you in London for the entire season, Lady Charlotte?” he asked abruptly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She inclined her head. “I am, my lord.” She paused. “We have only recently arrived and still getting the lay of the land.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hence your clumsiness.” He smiled again. “I have not seen you about town any other year. Why so?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte balked a little. He was very direct and she wasn’t used to answering such bald questions. And she certainly wasn’t going to talk about her malady and how it had affected her life. She didn’t talk about it with anyone except her immediate family, and her parents were determined to keep it a secret. As she hesitated, George jumped in, as protective as always. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My sister prefers the country life, my lord.” He laughed. “We have not been able to drag her away from our estate these past years. But she will be making up for lost time this season.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Sebastian nodded. “I do hope so. It promises to be entertaining, indeed.” He hesitated. “I must dash. A friend is expecting me, and I am already late.” He bowed to them. “My apologies again, Lady Charlotte. It was good to see you, Castlereagh.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte curtseyed, and then he was gone, striding down the road. She gazed after him. Had he even been here, talking to them, at all? It was like the man had been an apparition. As if he had stepped out of one of her dreams and taken flesh and blood form. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A strange fellow,” said George, following her gaze. “I have met him only once, but even then I thought him a bit odd.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte nodded. “He lives in London?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George shook his head. “He is here for the season, the same as us. He is the son of the Duke of Richley, Lottie! They have a massive manor on Piccadilly, at the opposite end to us. I think their country estate is in Sussex.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A duke’s son?” She blinked rapidly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The eldest son, Charlotte. The son and heir. One day Wharton will be the duke himself.” He smiled. “Why do you think I made such a song and dance of apologising for you? He is top brass, even if he is eccentric.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte felt herself colour. It wasn’t every day that she ran into the son of a duke, and in such an embarrassing manner. But then she raised her chin. She was the daughter of an earl. The forgotten daughter of an earl, but still. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come on,” George raised his arm to her again. “There is a tailor I want to get to before it closes for luncheon. And then we must get you home. Mornings are for the ladies on Bond Street.” He smiled enigmatically. “But in the afternoon, it belongs to the gentlemen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sighed, placing her gilt-edged hand-mirror back on her dressing table. What was she hoping to see in there? It was the same face that always stared back at her, and yet she felt different. Perhaps she was hoping to see what his lordship had seen when he had gazed at her so enigmatically. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And how did you enjoy Bond Street, my lady?” Dulcie asked now, tugging at her hair with the brush so hard that Charlotte winced. “I hope the viscount didn’t keep you there past four o’clock.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why ever so, Dulcie?” she asked, her mind still on Lord Sebastian. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dulcie stared at her as if she had suddenly sprouted gibberish. “Things happen there after the ladies leave.” She lowered her voice. “I shouldn’t speak of it with you …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled indulgently. “Go on. I know you are just itching to tell me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dulcie leaned in closer, the bosom beneath her maid’s black uniform heaving slightly. “There are houses of ill-repute located there, my lady. As well as gambling dens.” Her voice lowered again. “The ladies leave, and the tarts come out, dressed to the nines, with enough war paint on to battle the Emperor of France himself, I shouldn’t wonder.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte giggled. Dulcie was such a wealth of information. Her colourful stories and gossip had helped her as much as her siblings had in these past wearisome years. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a soft knock at the door, then Diana entered, already dressed for dinner. Her sister sat on the bed, staring at her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “All done, my lady.” Dulcie admired her handiwork. “I will leave you and your sister to natter before the dinner gong sounds.” She curtseyed, scurrying out of the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You might as well tell me,” Diana said, smiling slowly. “George has told me everything, anyway. While I suffered with the tedious dancing instructor Master Farquhar, who simply cannot comprehend that I have two left feet, you had an adventure, Lottie.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte blushed slightly. “I was daydreaming and collided with a gentleman.” She picked up her hand mirror again, gazing at her face. “Oh, Diana. He was so handsome, but he talked in such a strange manner. The eldest son of a duke, no less.” She placed the mirror down firmly. “I am being fanciful. And yet …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yet?” Diana’s voice was soft. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have never felt such a thing in my life,” she whispered, staring at her sister. “I cannot even begin to describe it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana’s eyes widened. “Oh, my dearest. Is it the first sweet stirring of love?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sighed, standing up. “We will talk no more of it. I cannot entertain such things, as well you know. For very good reasons.” She picked up her fan. “Let us go to dinner. I shall put his lordship behind me, where he belongs. And besides, I doubt very much that I shall see him again in my life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Charlotte …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No.” Her voice was firm. “It is fanciful silliness, Diana. Do not entertain me in it. It is for the best.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian, the Marquis of Wharton, strode into the house, hearing the sound of his boots echoing down the hallway. He glanced sharply around, but all was quiet. Still, he should try to make as little noise as possible. If he could just make it to his rooms, perhaps his mother might forget about him entirely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had almost made it to the bottom of the grand sweeping staircase when he heard the soft click of a door opening. He winced, closing his eyes. Damnation!  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And there she was. His mother, the duchess, sweeping toward him, a frosty glint in her eye. He took in her silk green gown and mob cap in a matching shade, which barely managed to conceal her shock of red hair. Underneath the cap he knew her hair was greying, but she took great pains to hide that fact. She had more lines on her face too. No amount of the most expensive cosmetics money could buy could hide that either. Powder and rouge could only get you so far. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sebastian,” she hissed. “Where have you been? Lady Hastings and her daughter have been waiting for you in the parlour for a quarter of an hour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He sighed heavily, taking a tentative step on the staircase. “I am tired, Mother. It has been a trying day. Could Lady Hastings and her dear daughter perhaps come back for tea another afternoon? Or could you entertain them alone?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duchess glared at him, her nostrils flaring. “You know perfectly well that the only reason Lady Hastings and her daughter are here is to see you, my boy.” Her voice turned wheedling. “You must make an effort, Sebastian. How will you ever secure a good marriage if you keep shirking these meetings? Miss Alicia Drake is a fine candidate. She is the eldest daughter of Lord Hastings. They are an old family with very good connections.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian rolled his eyes. “All of them are fine candidates according to you, Mother. And yet they are all as dull as dishwater. You trot them out before me as if I must pick a brood mare at auction, but I have no desire to buy, as well you know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sebastian,” his mother lowered her voice. “We have discussed this, many times. Your father and I agree that it is time for you to marry. You will be the duke one day, and a duke must have a duchess. It is the way that it is done, and always has been. Why must you fight it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian sighed, staring at his feet. He had no desire to marry yet, and that was the truth of it. He especially didn’t want to be forced to marry one of these insipid, mincing young ladies that his mother seemed to mysteriously find, presenting them to him as if she had performed a magic trick. Yes, they were pretty, but in a dull sort of way. Predictable. And none of them could talk about opera, or poetry, or anything that showed they had one ounce of intelligence, anything that interested him and made him intrigued to sit with them and talk some more, let alone spend his entire life beside them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His breath caught. Not like the young lady he had collided with on Bond Street today. Lady Charlotte Lumley. He rolled the syllables of her name around in his mind, contemplating her again, as he had several times since he had left her. Now, she was intriguing. A woman of petite structure, her features were delicate: a snub nose and rosy lips with flashing dark eyes set amidst a heart-shaped face. Her skin was as pale as milk, contrasting with her dark brown hair. Very pretty. And when Lady Charlotte smiled, her cheeks dimpling and those dark eyes flashing, he was almost bowled over by her beauty. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled, remembering her. Yes, he had been taken with her from the very first moment he laid eyes on her, squatting across the pavement as they had hastily picked up their parcels. And then he had talked to her. Not for very long, and not about anything of significance. And yet he had sensed her wit and intelligence. He wanted to stay and talk longer, but how could he? They had been formally introduced by her brother George, but busy Bond Street in the middle of the day was hardly the place to continue a tête-à-tête with a young lady. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sebastian?” His mother’s voice was sharp and imperious. “Lady Hastings and her daughter are waiting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He sighed heavily. It seemed that as much as he wanted to wriggle out of this afternoon tea, he was caught like a fish in a net. “Yes, Mother. Lead the way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian leaned against the mantelpiece, staring at the overblown older lady and the young lady sitting side by side on the silk chaise longue. Lady Hastings and her daughter, Miss Alicia Drake. His mother sat opposite, sipping her earl grey tea from a delicate bone china cup, occasionally flashing him warning looks if she felt he was flagging on the conversation front. Then his eyes trailed to his younger brother, Percy, who was sitting a little apart in his favourite stuffed armchair. His eyes lit up at the sight of him. Good old Percy. He had saved him by attending this insufferable afternoon tea. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hastings was chattering like a sparrow, barely drawing breath. She had dominated the conversation ever since he had walked into the room. He forced himself to focus on what she was saying. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Drummond’s ball was a shambles, your grace,” she was saying in her peculiarly high-pitched voice. “The refreshments all ran dry before midnight, and the maids and footmen obviously had no instruction to replenish it. My dear husband, Lord Hastings, said that the brandy was in short supply as well.” She fanned herself vigorously, glancing at her daughter. “The only good thing about it was that my dear Alicia was the belle of the ball. Her dance card was always full, and many of the ladies remarked on her uncommon beauty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama,” hissed Miss Alicia Drake, reddening slightly. “You are too forward.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother blinked rapidly. “It is only the truth, my lambkin. You should not be falsely modest about your achievements. Wouldn’t you agree, madam?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” said the duchess, blinking rapidly herself. “I am sure all the gentlemen were quite taken with you, Miss Drake.” She stared pointedly at Sebastian. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian jumped. “Oh, yes! I am certain of it.” He bowed slightly. “I am sure that no other young lady in attendance held a candle to you, Miss Drake.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia simpered a little, fanning herself. Sebastian sighed inwardly. They were all like this, the fashionable young ladies his mother presented to him. All he had to do was utter a generic compliment and they primped and preened like the peacocks that paraded the grounds on his father’s country estate.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miss Alicia Drake fanned herself more, staring at him with cow eyes. He felt a rush of irritation. He studied her carefully. She was a very pretty girl. The pale pink muslin gown she wore contrasted well with her peaches and cream complexion and large blue eyes. Her golden hair was styled in the very latest fashion, tight ringlets framed her face on either side from the severe centre parting, with the rest pulled back into a loose bun. And he could tell that her mother had spent a fortune on her gown and accessories. She was primped and polished like fine silver, and yet he still felt nothing as he gazed upon her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His heart tightened. He could admit to himself that today a lot of it was because he was seeing another young lady in his mind’s eye. Lady Charlotte. Dark flashing eyes and dark hair instead of blue eyes and golden. Miss Alicia Drake was never in the running. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would have asked to be added to your dance card,” declared Percy, gazing at Alicia. “I am very sorry that I missed Lady Drummond’s ball. I wouldn’t have thought it a shambles at all if you were there, Miss Drake.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia tossed him a neutral smile, then turned back to Sebastian. “Do you attend the assembly rooms often, my lord?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian shrugged. “Now and again. I find they change little from season to season, you see. I much prefer to attend the opera, or a poetry recital. Do you attend the opera, Miss Drake?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia smiled. “We do sometimes, my lord, if there is a good pantomime playing. I find the more serious operettas a little … dull.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dull?” Sebastian raised his eyebrows. “They are works of art.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I like a jolly good pantomime,” chimed in Percy, nodding vigorously. “All that other stuff is a bit high blown for me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian frowned, ignoring him. “Do you read much, Miss Drake?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia tittered, holding the fan over her mouth. “Not really, my lord. But I did manage to finish a Gothic novel a year or so ago.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Young ladies should not be encouraged to read,” brayed Lady Hastings. “I find it gives them opinions that they should not utter in polite society.” Her ample bosom, encased in stiff white lace, rose and fell dramatically as she spoke. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quite so,” smiled the duchess. “My eldest son considers himself quite the literature connoisseur, but I am sure he would not like his future wife to have her nose buried in a book. And some of these newer writers are quite scandalous.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy stared at Alicia. “I agree with you, Miss Drake. Books are a bore. Give me a horse and a hunt any day over sitting in a book nook.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian glared at Percy. What was wrong with him? Yes, his younger brother loved riding and hunting, just as he did. They greatly enjoyed hunting grouse and pheasant together on the vast grounds at Millthorpe House, their ancestral home in Sussex. But he had also enjoyed many spirited conversations with him about the latest works of Lord Byron or Coleridge. Why was he pretending that he didn’t enjoy literature? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But Percy was oblivious to his brother’s indignant look. He was too busy gazing at the golden-haired Miss Drake. Suddenly, Sebastian knew. He was stupid not to have realised before. His brother was smitten with her. It was obvious in the way that he leaned forward towards her, hanging on her every word, and the almost fevered glint in his eyes. Poor Percy. For Miss Drake was not having a bar of him. She had obviously been tutored by her mother that she must focus solely on the duke’s heir. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Sebastian watched Percy watching Miss Drake, he sighed heavily. This afternoon tea was turning into an even greater trial than he had anticipated. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After Lady Hastings and her daughter had departed and he was mercifully able to retire to his rooms before dinner, Percy knocked on his door and walked in, sitting heavily on his bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are a lucky sod, old boy,” drawled Percy. “The delectable Miss Drake hanging on your every word.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian had been gazing out the window. He turned now to his brother, eyeing him keenly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You like her?” His voice was dismissive. “She seems like all the others that Mother insists on parading before me. Big blue eyes and vacant minds.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy looked affronted. “No! How can you say such a thing about her? She was charming. Her manners were impeccable …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian shrugged. “Anyone can train a monkey. All it takes is money.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Seb, you are a cad!” Percy stood up. “How can you compare the beautiful Miss Drake to a trained monkey? If I were in your shoes, I would consider myself a very lucky man ...” he trailed off despondently. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian sighed. “Yes, she is a beauty, I’ll grant you that.” There was an awkward pause. “I’m sorry, Percy, that Mother insists on earmarking them for me. Do you really like her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy nodded. “I really do. Not that it makes a difference.” He sighed too. “I’m not such a fool, Sebastian. I know Miss Drake only had eyes for you. And it is the only time that I might say it – in this moment I wish I was the eldest son and not you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stared at his brother. What could he say? Especially since he cared not a whit for Miss Drake. He had been staring out of the window before Percy had arrived, thinking of another entirely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day, Sebastian turned to his oldest friend from Eton school days, Lord Freddie Burrows, as they strolled around Hyde Park beside the Serpentine River. He was tired. He had barely slept last night. And he knew the reason why. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Burrows,” he said slowly. “Do you know anything of Lady Charlotte Lumley?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lumley?” Freddie frowned. “She is the daughter of the Earl of Montgomery, isn’t she? Castlereagh’s sister?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian nodded, staring at the swans swimming in circles on the river. “Yes. I bumped into Castlereagh with his sister yesterday on Bond Street.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is odd.” Freddie’s frown deepened. “There are rumours, but no one seems to know what is wrong with her. Her parents keep her almost locked away at their country estate and never speak of her. I am surprised that she is in London at all, especially for the social season. She attended only one season after she came out, and that was years ago.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is a recluse?” Sebastian glanced sharply at his friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Freddie nodded. “She is. Some say that she is a bit mad, and others say that it is a physical malady. But her family are tight-lipped about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stopped abruptly. He couldn’t believe it. While she was small and pale, she didn’t look sick. And she most certainly didn’t act like she was touched in the head. On the contrary, she sparkled with life and her eyes flashed with intelligence.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Freddie glanced at him sympathetically. “Are you a bit taken with her, old boy? I’d leave it well alone, if I were you. I doubt very much that you will see much of her anyway. But if you do, be very wary.” He paused. “In my experience, there are always very good reasons if someone is hidden away. And she is the eldest daughter as well. If she were well in mind and body, they would be flaunting her on the circuit, seeking an advantageous marriage.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian nodded. “Indeed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Freddie sighed. “Some call her a ‘ghost daughter’. She has a younger sister, Lady Diana, and she is well and perfectly agreeable. She comes to London for the seasons.” He paused. “But not Lady Charlotte. Cast her out of your mind entirely, Wharton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian frowned, staring out over the river again. A pair of magnificent white swans glided around side by side. He watched as one leaned its long neck towards the other, almost tenderly. They were mates. He knew that swans mated for life and rarely left each other’s side. Somehow watching them was painful. A lump had inexplicably formed in his throat. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Freddie was right. If there were strange rumours about Lady Charlotte, he should not pursue an acquaintance with her. He would be a duke one day, and there could be no hint of scandal attached to his name. Firmly he turned away from the swans and pushed the image of the dark-haired woman with the flashing eyes from his mind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte walked side by side with Diana into the grand ballroom, gasping at the spectacle. They had just been formally announced and were now free to mingle with the fashionable gentlemen and ladies who flitted around the room like butterflies. All were resplendent in their finest attire. In the corner an orchestra played, filling the room with music. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her heart thumped. She had not been to a ball in years. It had been so long that she simply couldn’t remember when it had been. A local country ball, in Devonshire? Most likely. She had spent only one season in London when she was eighteen. After that she had had her accident, and that had been the end of her social soirees. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That local country dance would have not been like this, she thought, taking in the splendour. They were at Millington House, the Duke of Richley’s grand estate on Piccadilly. This was the duke and duchess’s annual midsummer ball. And she still couldn’t quite believe that her family had received an invitation to it, let alone that she had plucked up the courage to attend. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why are you surprised?” George had asked over breakfast when the butler brought in the invitation and their mother had informed them. He carefully sliced the top off his boiled egg. “We always get invited to it. It is only because you haven’t been in London so long that you don’t know that, Lottie.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte’s heart had started thumping then too. “Is the invitation for all of us?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course it is,” boomed her father from the head of the table, shaking out his newspaper with a flourish. “But I daresay you shall not attend, as always, Charlotte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte had reddened, a little stunned, although she didn’t know why she was hurt. What her father said was perfectly true – she usually avoided any social event like the plague. Even old ladies’ tea parties at the local vicarage, never mind fashionable balls in the city where the crème de la crème of London society would be in attendance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her heart beat a little faster as she picked up her teacup. A ball. And not just any ball. Lord Sebastian would be there. He must be there. He was the oldest son of the duke. That fact alone should have made her want to run for the hills, as always. But strangely it didn’t. She had told Diana that she had cast him from her mind, but it simply wasn’t true. She had thought about the handsome young man in the days since their meeting more than she would like to admit even to herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She put down her teacup decisively and stared at her father. “I would like to attend if I may, Papa.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother looked like as though she were about to suffer an apoplexy. The countess’s teacup clattered to the table, spilling tea on the crisp white tablecloth. Diana gasped, throwing her hands to her face in delight. George grinned from ear to ear. And her father, always given to understatement, had merely shaken his newspaper again and grunted his approval. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And now she was here, pinching herself. She was at the ball.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath, turning to her sister. “I think we should dance, Di. What do you say?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte cast her eyes over the room, sipping champagne. There were three sparkling chandeliers suspended from the ceiling, casting light onto the assembly below. This room surpassed even her own family’s ballroom for grandeur. Her eyes trailed over the gilt etching on the walls, and the polished sparkle of the marble floor beneath them. You could barely see it underneath the feet of the people milling about the room. It was crowded. So crowded that she had developed a slight headache when dancing the quadrille and had to leave Diana and George to seek refreshment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sighing, she stared down at her gown. It was expensive to be sure, but she knew it didn’t compare with the fashionable gowns of the other ladies. She had seen them smile tightly as their eyes swept over her. She had never worried about such things before, but strangely it now bothered her. She was trying not to tell herself it was because she wanted to look pretty if she ran into a certain duke’s eldest son. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her head thumped harder. She hadn’t seen his lordship at all, even though her eyes had automatically scanned the crowd for him. Surely he must be here? But even as the thought slid into her mind, she tried to dismiss it. She was being silly. Even if she did see him, he would probably ignore her. Dismiss her as that clumsy young woman he had collided with. And seeing all the beautiful ladies here tonight, in gowns far fancier than her own, he would probably not even give her the time of day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She frowned. The crowd was closing in on her. She felt like she could barely breathe in here, and her head thumped relentlessly. Perhaps she should take some air on the balcony. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She wove her way through the crowd, seeking sanctuary. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The air was cool and refreshing and the balcony was mercifully devoid of anyone else. Charlotte gazed into the grounds, watching a water fountain with two nymphs intertwined spray water into the air from a conch shell. It was opulent and overstated, like everything in this house. Totally befitting the residence of a duke and a duchess. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana was suddenly by her side, taking her hand gently. “Dearest? Are you well?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled. “Perfectly well, dear Di. I had a slight headache and desired some air.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is the best place for it,” said a deep voice behind them.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They both spun around, shocked. Standing there was Lord Sebastian. Charlotte’s heart started thumping harder. He was even more handsome than she remembered, cutting a dashing figure in his evening attire. Her eyes travelled over his white breeches, white shirt with a silk cravat, and a long black tailcoat.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He bowed, and they curtseyed deeply. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Charlotte.” His green eyes were shining. “May I say you look lovely tonight?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte blushed, clearing her throat. “May I present my sister? Lord Sebastian Wharton, this is Lady Diana Lumley.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Sebastian bowed again and Diana acknowledged it, before turning keen eyes on her sister. Charlotte tried to ignore her. She would never hear the end of it when they got home.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I might just take a stroll along the balcony,” smiled Diana now. “I feel in need of some air myself. I will be close, dear sister.” She squeezed Charlotte’s arm, smiling at Lord Sebastian, then drifted away, still in sight but far enough away that she couldn’t hear what they were saying. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte’s face burned a little deeper. Her sister was trying to be discreet, she knew that. The rules of chaperonage were still being observed but she was giving them some privacy. Still, would it be too obvious? And Lord Sebastian mightn’t desire to speak to her alone, anyway. She glanced after her sister, feeling at a loss for words. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian cleared his throat. “I hope I didn’t startle you. I just saw you coming out here and I wanted to take the opportunity …” He stared at her. “Inside, it is very crowded, and hard to hear yourself think, let alone anyone else.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte turned to him, gathering herself. “You did startle me a little. But it was a very pleasant shock.” Her blush deepened again. What was she saying? “I mean, it is not unpleasant that you decided to interrupt us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled slightly. “I know what you mean.” He paused, his smile widening. “I think.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stared at her sister, who was milling around the balcony, staring out at the fountain. Diana turned, smiling in encouragement. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your home is magnificent, my lord,” she said now, turning back to him. “I have never seen a ballroom like it in my life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He laughed. “It is nothing compared to the one at our home back in Sussex. But my mother and father are very proud of it, nonetheless.” He bowed slightly. “I thank you for your kind words, Lady Charlotte. I hope you are quite recovered from our … collision on Bond Street last week?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte laughed. “Quite! There was no damage to speak of, my lord. My head is not bruised.” She hesitated. “Although I must apologise again for my clumsiness. I fear my brother will never let me forget it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That sounds like Castlereagh.” He grinned. “It was as much my fault as yours, Lady Charlotte. I tend to get distracted when I am walking, watching the sights around me, or thinking back to something in my mind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled ruefully. “That is exactly what happened to me. I was watching turtle doves flying in the air and thinking back to how I used to climb high and disturb their nests when I was a child.” She blushed. “I do apologise. I am being fanciful, talking of such things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not at all,” he said slowly. “I find it charming. I like to bird watch too. Do you go to Hyde Park? The Serpentine River is full of birdlife. I sometimes pass the time that way when I am in town.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte shook her head. “Not in many years, since I was a child. At home in Devonshire I often stroll or sit by our lake and watch the birdlife.” She paused. “I think that the same pair of swans come back to our lake every year. I have watched them closely, and they have the same markings. And they are always together, gliding around side by side.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian’s eyes gleamed. “They mate for life, you know. The swans. Poets have written about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled. “Indeed. Coleridge wrote an epigram, comparing swans to a singer.” She paused. “But I think he was in jest. It was hardly a serious work.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A mere two lines long,” he said slowly. “I am surprised you have heard of it. His epigrams are not famous.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I enjoy Coleridge’s work,” she replied. “And our library at home is full of great books to peruse. It seems that is all I tend to do nowadays.” She smiled a little wistfully. “And watch the swans, of course.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stared at her. “Why is that, Lady Charlotte? As much as I like swans and reading, I like to socialise as well.” He hesitated. “And surely you like to ride?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stiffened, just a little. How had the conversation veered onto this? She didn’t want to talk to him about what she liked to do – or more to the point, about what she didn’t do. It was skirting dangerously close to her malady, and her accident. She had no desire to talk to him about either, and quite frankly, it was none of his business anyway. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I should go back inside,” she said slowly. “I find that my headache has diminished.” She turned to Diana, still gazing at the fountain. “Sister, let us return. Our parents will be wondering where we have disappeared to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana, surprised, nodded and came towards them. Lord Sebastian looked troubled, but she merely curtseyed, walking past him. As she grew close, he gazed down at her. “I will accompany you, Lady Charlotte. I am going back in myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte nodded. What else could she do? The three of them entered the room. An acquaintance claimed Diana almost as soon as they did, and then she was left staring at him. He turned to her, gazing down at her, as if he wanted to say something. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A young lady, with golden hair and dressed in a sweeping pale green silk gown adorned with bows and lace, suddenly interrupted them. “My lord! I have been searching for you everywhere.” She sounded breathless. “Your lady mother is looking for you and says you must not tarry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian hesitated, still gazing at Charlotte. “I do apologise, Lady Charlotte. Miss Drake insists my mother must see me. Perhaps we may talk again …?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Charlotte smiled, but the young lady was already dragging him away. He glanced back once, then was swept through the crowd. Her smile faded. Why did she feel so disappointed? And what was this strange pang she felt as soon as the young lady claimed him? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It strangled her for a moment, a hot, sudden rush of intense feeling of dislike of the young lady, who was as pretty and vacuous as all of them, she thought sourly, with her golden bouncing ringlets and big blue eyes. Whoever she was, she was probably exactly the type of woman he usually admired. What would he want with a pale, brooding woman such as herself? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nothing, she thought despondently. Absolutely nothing. It had been a close call, that was all. She knew she should stay away from him. She had been walking away from him anyway. She should be glad. The games of courtship and romance were not for the likes of her, and never would be. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia glanced up at him. “You may well think me naughty, my lord, but I must admit to a little lie.” She smiled, exposing a row of small white teeth. “Your mother is not calling you at all. I simply wanted to claim you for myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian raised his eyebrows. “Miss Drake?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laughed. “Oh, don’t look so surprised, my lord. You cannot be monopolised by one young lady for the entire evening,” she smiled archly. “Especially one who has bad fame, such as Lady Charlotte Lumley. It wouldn’t do at all now, would it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian was bewildered. Was she flirting with him? It seemed that she was. And she had just lied to him so that she could claim him to herself. In the distance, he saw Percy staring at them sourly as he sipped from a glass of champagne. His brother drained the glass and stormed away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shall we dance, my lord?” Her smile widened. “I can see the dancers lining up for the next one.” She grabbed his arm, quite suddenly, pulling him toward the dancefloor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian felt he couldn’t refuse her without being intolerably rude, even though she had just lied to him and taken him away under false pretences.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His lips tightened. He had been so close to Lady Charlotte, and then she had taken fright. He had known her family were invited, but he hadn’t dared hope that she might come. He had been scanning the crowd anxiously all night for a sign of her. And when he had found her, all his promises to himself that he should avoid her had disappeared into nothing. She had been lovelier than he remembered and she stood out from the garishly overdressed ladies, swamped in frills and bows, in her simple white silk gown, a sprig of tiny white flowers in her dark hair. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia dragged him to the dancefloor and he stood across from her to dance the jig, as was expected. But he couldn’t stop his eyes searching beyond her to where Lady Charlotte had been. His heart lurched. She had melted into the crowd, as if she had never been there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Charlotte Lumley was an enigma. A puzzle. Did he want to solve that puzzle? His mind told him to leave it alone. She had ‘bad fame’, as Miss Drake had so indelicately put it. He could not afford to get involved with her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But his heart … well, his heart might be telling him something different entirely. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dulcie’s hands were on her shoulders. “Are you all right, my lady?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte gripped the maid, turning her face towards her stomach. “It will pass, Dulcie. A sudden wave of giddiness. I fear that my vision is fading in and out as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is it.” The maid’s voice was determined. “If your symptoms are returning, you can’t go out gallivanting …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stood up slowly. The worst of it was over. All that remained was a little nausea. “George and Diana are expecting me. I cannot let them down and nor do I want to. I am determined to live my life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dulcie raised her eyes to the ceiling. “Are you half sprung? You should rest.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sighed. “I have rested too long, Dulcie. It is time to live.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George grimaced as he downed the lemonade, placing the glass back on the table. “I say, that lemonade is a little on the tart side.” He shuddered. “What I wouldn’t do for a proper drink. But they are so boring here with their mid-week rules about no alcohol.” He rolled his eyes dramatically. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It will do you good,” said Charlotte drily. She stared around at Almack’s Assembly Room, where all the ton gathered during the week. You could only attend if you received a voucher from one of the organisers. Somehow, George had procured vouchers for himself and his sisters, and now they were out on a Wednesday night to mingle among the fashionable set. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte watched the gentlemen and ladies dancing. They seemed more subdued than at the duke’s midsummer ball the previous week, and she had little doubt it was because it was an alcohol free event. The lady organisers insisted upon it. Apparently, the beau monde needed a break from overindulgence. And if they wouldn’t do it themselves, then Almack’s would do it for them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lemonade will be best,” said Diana, fanning herself. “You drank too much champagne at the duke’s ball, George. When you insisted I dance with you, you kept stepping on my toes. I swear my feet have not recovered since. They were black and blue all over.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled as they bickered further, picking up her own lemonade. She stifled a yawn. It was getting late and she was bored. Even though her symptoms had not returned, it might still be time to depart. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her eyes scanned the crowd again. She knew that she was searching for him, almost against her will. She had taken herself to task soundly when they had left the midsummer ball. On the short carriage ride home she had stared out of the window at the grand houses on Piccadilly and thought of the moment when the golden-haired young lady had interrupted them. About how she had taken an instant dislike to the lady, and the strange feelings she had endured. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was not to be tolerated, she thought now. She had no business harbouring such thoughts about Lord Sebastian. She had her malady and it was only going to worsen. She couldn’t court or develop fond feelings for any man. She must not. And yet when she had gone to bed after the ball she had not been able to stop herself picturing him on the balcony, staring at her with those vivid green eyes that seemed to reach right into her soul. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “George,” she said now, stifling another yawn. “Do you think it is time for us to go?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her brother raised his eyebrows. “You are worse than an old matron, Lottie. It is not even eleven. Do you need to pick up your embroidery and sit with a tabby cat on your lap?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana swatted him with her fan. “Do not tease her so, brother.” She turned to Charlotte. “If you desire to go, dearest, then we shall go. Do not listen to him. He would have us out all night dancing if he could.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled faintly, too tired to argue. The nightmare had returned last night, and she had barely slept a wink after she had awoken from it, tossing and turning until the pale light of dawn had finally arrived. Her eyelids were heavy now. So heavy that she thought she might just fall asleep in the carriage on the way home. She shouldn’t have come. If she hadn’t, George and Diana could have stayed out longer, and she would not have spoilt their night like this. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let us get our cloaks, sister,” said Diana. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They retrieved their belongings and were walking toward the doorway just as a figure entered. A tall man dressed smartly in a black tail-coat and matching dark breeches, a grey silk cravat tied around his neck. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte’s heart seized. It was him. Lord Sebastian. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stopped abruptly when he saw her. And then he walked towards the group, his eyes never once leaving hers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Charlotte.” He bowed. “May I have the pleasure of a dance?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was so astounded that she couldn’t think of an excuse not to. She would have had a very good one. They were just leaving, after all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte locked eyes with her siblings, and George and Diana smiled indulgently as Lord Sebastian took her arm, leading her gently but firmly toward the dancefloor. Her sister took her cloak, and then they were stepping out together. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte could see the eyes of the fashionable set upon them as they passed by. The ladies whispered behind their fans, eyes sharp and appraising. Even the gentlemen were coldly assessing them. Charlotte’s face burnt, but then she raised her head higher. She had nothing to be ashamed of. She was the daughter of an earl, even if they had never heard of her before. Or even if what they had heard of her was innuendo and rumour. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew they would have made up their own stories as to why her parents left her behind in the country, like a forgotten puppy, while they cavorted in London during the season. Or perhaps they had just forgotten that she existed entirely. Out of sight, out of mind. And now she was stepping out again, with one of the handsomest and most eligible gentlemen on her arm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They reached the dancefloor. The orchestra took up their instruments and the music started. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte, confused, stared at the other dancers. The gentlemen and their partners were approaching each other. Then the ladies raised their hands, and the men took them. But even worse than that, the men rested their other hands on the small of the ladies backs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stared up at him. “I do not understand. What dance is this?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled slowly. “Why, it is a waltz, Lady Charlotte. It is all the rage in Vienna and other fashionable cities on the continent. The ladies at Almack’s have only recently introduced it to their set.” He paused, studying her face. “Have you never danced it before?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte shook her head quickly. “Never. I am afraid I shall have to decline, my lord. I do not know the steps.” She moved to walk away, but he stopped her with an outstretched hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just follow me.” He put her arm into the air, taking her hand in his and resting his other on her back. “I will lead. It is easy. Just a basic three step, going in a circular motion.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte’s face burned brighter. She could feel where his hand rested on the small of her back. And he pulled her closer towards him, so that they were facing each other. So close that she could see the faint outline of black stubble beneath his chin. The scent of his cologne. Was it Bay Rum? She knew all the younger gentlemen preferred it. It was strong and sharp. She drew in her breath quickly, not knowing which way to turn her head. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was sweeping her around the room now, joining all the other couples who were whirring around like spinning tops on a nursery floor. He gazed down at her, smiling faintly. She smiled back, breathless. She could see the curve of his dark lashes. The sweep of his cheekbones. She had never been so close to a man like this in her life. Besides her father and brother, of course. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stumbled slightly with the unknown steps and his alarming proximity. Alarming in ways she could not have anticipated. Her heart was beating rapidly and she found that she could barely raise her eyes to look at him. Instead, she stared resolutely over his shoulder, trying to keep a modicum of composure. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I regret that I did not get a chance to say farewell to you at my family’s ball,” he whispered, staring down at her. “I searched for you when I finished dancing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte reddened. “Alas, I was tired, my lord. My family also wished to depart early.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He nodded faintly, sweeping her around the room. “Did you enjoy it, at least?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded. “It was most agreeable. Your family surpassed themselves, at least in my humble opinion. I have never seen such a spectacle.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He sighed. “My parents insist on it. They give one grand ball each London season, and it always coincides with midsummer. Now it is a tradition.” He paused. “I must admit that it is commonplace for me. But with you, I am seeing it through fresh eyes.” He tightened his grip on her, so that she was forced a fraction closer to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am honoured, my lord,” she whispered, her heart hammering. And then she made the mistake of returning his gaze. She stared up into his eyes, and everything seemed to recede, as if she were staring at him down a long tunnel. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The other dancers disappeared. Even the sound of the orchestra diminished. She felt that they were the only people in the room. He was holding her and she was gazing up at him, spell-bound by his intense green eyes. The moment suspended, wavering slightly like blancmange on a plate, before it stopped. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She gasped, coming back to reality with a jolt. The music had ceased, and the dance had ended. All the other couples were leaving the dancefloor, and yet they remained as if caught in a tableaux vivant. A living, static picture, frozen in time. His hand still held hers, and his other rested on her back. They continued staring at each other for a second, before she broke contact, stepping back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What was happening to her? It truly was as if a fairy godmother had swept into the room and waved a magic wand, turning her into someone else entirely. Charlotte prided herself on her decorum and composure, especially in public. She only betrayed her innermost emotions to her dear sister and brother. She had learnt to hide herself even from her parents. But now, all of that careful training seemed to be lying in ashes on the floor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She gazed at him, shaking like a leaf all over. Despite her earlier symptoms, she knew these tremors weren’t connected. She knew that the malady wasn’t responsible this time. The cause was Lord Sebastian Wharton. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked a bit shaken too. But he quickly recovered, holding out his arm to her. “I have need of refreshment, Lady Charlotte. And it appears that you do also. May I escort you to the tables?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She hesitated a moment then took his arm. Vaguely she was aware that people were staring at them. Even George and Diana were hovering around the edges of the dancefloor, watching them. Taking a deep breath she accepted his arm. There was nothing else that she could do. Indeed, she didn’t think there was anything else she was capable of in that moment. Without his arm to support her, she feared she might fall down entirely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time they reached the tables, accepting the lemonade he proffered to her, she had composed herself. Not completely, but enough that her hand shook only slightly as she sipped her drink. However, she still found it hard to gaze at him directly, almost as if he were the sun and she might be suddenly blinded by his light. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled at her over the rim of his glass. “Did you enjoy your first waltz, Lady Charlotte?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath, wondering how to respond. She couldn’t tell him the truth, could she? That she had never been affected so deeply by a dance, and that if she ever danced a waltz again she would surely remember this first time as if it were yesterday? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No, she couldn’t tell him that. He would think her mad. To tell the truth, she was seriously wondering if she was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was different,” she replied eventually, still trying to avoid his eye. “I apologise if I stepped on your feet. I haven’t been taught the steps, as I told you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You followed beautifully,” he said slowly. “You did not step on my feet at all.” He paused, grinning. “Well, maybe once. But my toes shall recover, I am sure of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte blushed. “I did try to tell you, my lord. I am afraid you took the risk and paid the price.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was a price worth paying,” he drawled. “I would pay it again in a heartbeat, if it meant I could dance with you, Lady Charlotte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte’s blush deepened. She knew he didn’t mean it. He was just flirting with her. It was almost required in fashionable London society, if a gentleman and a lady were conversing.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took a deep, shuddering breath, trying to compose herself again. “Thank you, my lord. But I am afraid my brother and sister are waiting for me. We were about to depart when you arrived.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His eyes darkened. “But we have hardly had a chance to speak,” he said slowly. “It seems that whenever I manage to find you, you are already about to vanish.” He paused. “I am attending Covent Garden tomorrow evening with my family and some guests. There is a performance of Handel’s Orlando.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte nodded. “Indeed. My family have tickets.” She smiled. “Although I suspect I shall have to drag them to it. Only my sister shares my love of dramatic opera. My brother and parents much prefer the comedic pantomimes that are all the rage now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His eyes lit up. “I had a feeling you would prefer serious opera,” he said. “I am afraid I am dragging my family to it as well. And our guests.” He paused, his eyes clouding. “Well, my mother’s guests, at least.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled. “I have heard good reviews of it. Particularly Miss Hardy in the role of Angelica. You are familiar with the opera?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed.” He inclined his head. “Miss Hardy is the talk of the town.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At that moment George and Diana wandered over, hesitating slightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian turned to them, bowing. “Castlereagh. Lady Diana. I apologise for monopolising your sister.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George grinned. “It is good for her, my lord. But I am afraid the carriage is ready and our mother shall tan my hide if I do not get my sisters home before midnight.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian smiled. “Good evening, then. I hope we shall get a chance to speak at the opera, Lady Charlotte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte curtseyed, as did Diana, and they walked swiftly away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana gripped Charlotte’s arm as soon as they had settled in the carriage. “Sister! I do believe that Lord Sebastian Wharton is falling violently in love with you. He could barely take his eyes off you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ll say,” said George, tapping the roof to start the carriage. The driver complied, pulling out onto the street. “You have made a conquest there, Lottie. Spiriting you away to dance like that. And we weren’t the only ones to notice. I think that the whole assembly was watching.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte blushed. “He was only being polite,” she said, gazing out the carriage window. “I am sure you are both exaggerating.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She continued to stare out of the window, feeling as though she were glowing from the inside out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Countess of Montgomery wriggled uncomfortably in the gilt-edged seat of the opera box. She sighed, picking up her program and eye glass, studying it critically. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do hope we are not in for hours of tedium,” she pronounced crisply, looking at her children. “You know that Papa and I prefer the pantomimes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte, who had just settled into her own seat, stared at her sister. They both smiled. Diana leaned over, taking her hand, and squeezed it. Charlotte squeezed it back, almost overcome with excitement. She had not been to the opera in years. She couldn’t even remember the last time she had come to Covent Garden. It must have been when she was thirteen or fourteen, but it had been a pantomime. This was the first time she was going to see a serious dramatic opera. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George, who had just taken his own seat, stifled a yawn. “It is going to be a bore, Mama. We know that already.” He grinned at his sisters. “We are only here for Lottie and Di. You know that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Their mother snorted. The earl sighed heavily, tapping his fingers on the edge of the box as he gazed down at the patrons taking their seats in the auditorium. “It is a good turnout, at least. I think it shall be packed.” He turned to his wife. “Just prod me if I start snoring, my dear. I think I shall be out for the count before the end of the first act.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The countess rolled her eyes, swatting him with her program. “You shall do no such thing, my lord. What would people say? I declare they already think us the most dreadful country hicks.” She sighed. “At least it shows that we are willing to be cultured, I daresay.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte and Diana stared at each other, stifling giggles. It was always the way. The two sisters were the only ones in their family who appreciated music, books and art. The earl and countess were happiest on their country estate, riding and hunting, occasionally attending a local dance. George was the same. He had always disdained anything cultural, practically living in his jodhpurs when in the country, a gun slung over his shoulder. In London he preferred going to boxing matches and frequenting gambling rooms over ballet, opera or poetry recitals. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte gazed anxiously around the theatre. The stalls below were almost full, and the boxes opposite were filling quickly too. Where were Lord Sebastian and his family? She bit her lip, her eyes scanning the boxes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     Diana had teased her unmercifully about his interest at the assembly last night, and she had to admit to herself that he did seem a little taken with her. She had been unable to stop thinking about him all day, and the strange way she had felt when he had waltzed with her. She could readily admit that the butterflies that had sprung to life in her stomach were not all due to anticipation about watching the opera. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And then she saw him, walking into a box opposite. Behind him were his parents, the duke and duchess, dressed resplendently. Then another young man entered, who looked a little like Lord Sebastian. Charlotte frowned. His brother, perhaps? And finally, another older couple entered, followed by a young lady. Charlotte’s frown deepened. It was the golden-haired lady who had interrupted them at the ball, whisking his lordship away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The young lady was making a show of seating herself, spreading out the skirt of her gossamer white gown. Her golden hair was woven with intricate small braids, all interloping into an impressive style. But the most eye-catching sight was the Pomeranian bonnet she wore: white satin and silver frosted velvet topped with two arching ostrich feathers. She was a sight to behold, and she knew it. Lord Sebastian’s brother kept glancing at her admiringly, but she pointedly ignored him. Instead, she seemed eager to engage Lord Sebastian himself, who was answering her in monosyllables, by the look of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Duke and Duchess of Richley have arrived,” said the countess, gazing at the box through her opera glasses. “And their two sons. Who is that with them?” She squinted her eyes slightly. “I declare it is Lord and Lady Hastings, and their daughter. She is quite a beauty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She would want to be,” snorted the earl. “Their wealth has dwindled considerably. Hastings will be wanting to marry her highly, make no mistake about that. What is the daughter’s name again?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think it is Alicia,” replied the countess. “Her gown and bonnet are the height of fashion. Are you sure they are in difficulties? They are all dressed as if money is no object.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A ploy,” muttered the earl. “They don’t want Richley to know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte tried to stop looking at them, but it was as if her eyes were glued to the box. The same hot, ugly feeling she had felt when she had watched Lord Sebastian and the young lady together at the duke’s ball was rising in her breast once again. Alicia. The golden-haired beauty who was so close to the family that she and her parents were being entertained in their private opera box, no less. And there was no mistaking Alicia’s intentions. They were firmly pointed towards Lord Sebastian, as sharp as an arrow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sighed heavily, blinking back tears. There never was a more foolish woman in the world than herself. How could she have even begun to think that Lord Sebastian actually admired her when he had such a luminous beauty fawning all over him? He had been merely flirting with her at the assembly, as any young gentleman would do, if given half the chance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The lights dimmed and a hush came over the crowd. The opera was about to commence. Charlotte tried to tear her gaze away from the Richley box. But just as she was succeeding, turning her head towards the stage, Lord Sebastian turned around and saw her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Their eyes met. He inclined his head towards her. Overcome, she smiled. But then the young lady whispered something in his ear and he turned away once more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte set her eyes firmly on the stage, blinking back tears. She was here to enjoy the opera. Nothing else. Part of her new philosophy to enjoy her passions to the fullest. What did she care if Lord Sebastian and the golden-haired beauty were close? It had nothing to do with her. Nothing at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte leaned forward in her seat, eyes glued to the stage. It was almost the end of Act One and Orlando, the hero soldier in Charlemagne’s army, was declaring his love to the pagan princess Angelica. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She closed her eyes for a moment, letting Orlando’s aria of love to Angelica wash over her. It was beautiful, full of such emotion and longing that the notes seemed to pierce her heart. No, it was more than beautiful, she thought. It was sublime. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was so overcome with the beauty of it that she was unable to stop a single tear from trickling down her cheek. She opened her eyes, wiping it away hastily. And in that moment she sensed that she was being watched. She turned her head. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Sebastian was staring straight at her. And she could tell that he had seen the tear falling down her face. His face tightened. It was as if she could sense the corresponding emotion that the aria was evoking in him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Abruptly her father snored, causing consternation in her mother, who leaned forward and prodded him in the back. George and Diana giggled quietly. Charlotte turned around to see what the commotion was about. And when she looked back towards the box, he was already staring back at the stage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ernest!” hissed her mother. “Wake up, my lord, before you cause a scandal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What?” The earl jumped in his seat, opening his eyes. He gazed around bewildered. “I was awake, I tell you!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George and Diana collapsed into a fit of breathless laughter. Charlotte’s mouth twitched into a smile. The moment was lost, well and truly. Almost as if it had never happened. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After the opera had ended, the patrons streamed into the foyer, talking loudly. The beau monde mingled, clutching tall glasses of champagne. A group ensnared the earl and countess as well as Diana as soon as they exited. Charlotte wove further through the crowd with George, delighting in the snatches of conversation she heard as they drifted by. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Josephine Hardy’s performance was exemplary,” said one gentleman loudly to a group. “I don’t think I have ever seen a better rendering of Angelica. Mark my words, she is destined for greatness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The gentlemen laughed. “I think we all know that you are more enamoured of the lady than the performance, Rigby,” said another. “We all saw you cosying up to her at Lady Vale’s establishment late last night.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The man named Rigby reddened, causing further hilarity in the group. George took Charlotte’s arm, steering her firmly away. “Don’t listen to them, Charlotte. Sometimes gentlemen can be … indiscreet after a few champagnes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte turned to her brother, gazing at him warmly. “I am not as innocent as you imagine me, George. I have heard of Lady Vale’s before. It is a gentlemen’s club, located in one of the lodgings above the shops on Bond Street, is it not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George gaped at her. “By my word, Lottie. How do you know of it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled. “The servants, of course. Dulcie tells me everything. She talks about the tarts on Bond Street sometimes. She says that if they wore any more rouge their faces would surely crack.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George burst out laughing. Charlotte joined in, until they were gripping their sides trying to contain it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have I missed the joke?” said a deep voice behind them. Charlotte spun around, almost colliding with Lord Sebastian. She blushed, furiously. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, My lord,” she stammered, fanning herself. “Not at all. My brother and I were being a bit silly, that was all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A private joke,” offered George, smiling broadly. “Shall I get us some champagne, Lottie?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please,” she said desperately. He disappeared into the crowd. She turned back to Lord Sebastian. “I am sorry. We sometimes forget that we are in company.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No need to apologise,” he replied, smiling. “My brother and I are the same. My mother despairs of us often.” He paused. “You look radiant tonight, Lady Charlotte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She blushed again. “It is the heat of the crowd, I am sure.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you enjoy the performance?” His green eyes narrowed slightly. “I am certain I saw a tear fall down your face toward the end of the first act.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had something in my eye,” she stammered, looking down at the floor. “But to answer your question, yes, I enjoyed it very much. It was … amazing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He nodded, not pushing her, but she could tell he knew she was lying. He had seen her in the grip of that strong emotion, and he had shared it. She had not imagined that moment. But she could not admit to it. Somehow it made her feel vulnerable, as though he had watched her in an intimate act. Something private, that she could barely articulate. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And she barely knew him. How was it possible that she felt such a strong connection with this gentleman? Was it merely fancy … or was there something else at play? Nothing had prepared her for this. She suddenly felt as though she were adrift at sea, clinging frantically to a branch. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She saw the golden-haired beauty named Alicia weaving her way through the crowd towards them, the feathers in her bonnet swaying dramatically. Charlotte’s heart tightened imperceptibly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There you are!” The lady stood before him proudly, as if she had just won a prize. “You rushed off, my lord. One minute you were standing beside me, and the next …” her voice trailed away as she gazed at Charlotte. Her blue eyes were cold. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Sebastian coughed. “Miss Drake, may I introduce you to Lady Charlotte Lumley? Her family have a box here as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My lady,” said Alicia frostily, barely curtseying.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Madam,” said Charlotte, inclining her head. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia’s eyes swept over Charlotte, taking in her simple, streamlined silk gown, unadorned except for a whisper of lace at the décolletage, and her curling dark hair set with a small antique comb. Charlotte felt like she was being assessed and found wanting. But more than that, Alicia’s eyes were bewildered. As if she couldn’t understand in the slightest why Lord Sebastian would even be giving Charlotte the time of day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia turned to Lord Sebastian, almost blocking out Charlotte entirely. It was deliberate and it was rude. Charlotte felt a hot rush of anger. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you enjoy the performance, Miss Drake?” she asked loudly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia slowly turned back towards her, her eyes dismissive. “It was … tolerable, Lady Charlotte. A bit boring, I must say. I much preferred The Beggar’s Opera.” She smiled tightly. “This one was so stuffy and old-fashioned. All those singing parts that went on and on.” She giggled into her fan. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are referring to the arias, I assume?” Charlotte’s voice was cold. “But they are the cornerstones of the art, madam. Orlando was one of Handel’s greatest.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I agree,” said Lord Sebastian, his green eyes flashing. “Handel was one of the best composers. But he has fallen out of favour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is the way of it,” said Charlotte, sighing. “The old must make way for the new. But I still believe that there is a place for dramatic operas. They can co-exist beside the pantomimes and lighter works if they are given a chance to shine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He nodded eagerly. “The proof, Lady Charlotte, is in how full the theatre is tonight. People want to see the great works still, even if the pantomimes are more popular.” His voice softened as he gazed at her. “They are the only ones that can touch our souls, in a way we can barely understand, or articulate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They gazed at each other, their eyes alight with passion. Alicia frowned, staring from one to the other.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What a pretty gown,” she said loudly. “I must declare I would never think to wear something so … simple, Lady Charlotte.” She paused. “But somehow, it suits you.” She smiled, batting her fan. “My lord, my parents will be wondering where I am, and I simply cannot battle through this crowd alone.” She gazed at him expectantly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Sebastian sighed, frowning. “Of course, Miss Drake.” He held out his arm to her. “Good evening, Lady Charlotte. It has been a pleasure, as always.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte curtseyed, and they drifted off into the crowd. She watched them for a moment. Then suddenly George was by her side again, champagne glasses in hand. He followed her gaze. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is a gold-digger if ever I saw one,” he said, handing her a glass. “She’s a beauty, that’s for certain. But I certainly wouldn’t want to get ensnared in her web. She looks like she eats men and spits them out for breakfast.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “George!” Charlotte slapped him on the arm. “That is no way to talk about a lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George shrugged. “Be careful, Lottie. I know what women like that are like. And if she perceives that you are a threat, she could turn nasty.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian lounged back on the long white picnic rug, gazing around. It had taken more than half an hour for the servants to transport everything they had needed to this grassy knoll overlooking the river in Hyde Park.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His eyes trailed over it all. A long table, groaning underneath the weight of all the food his mother had insisted upon, as well as cutlery and crockery. Two outdoor chairs, for the duchess and Lady Hastings. His mother had wanted to bring chairs for the ‘younger folk’, as she termed them, as well. But here he had put his foot down. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is a picnic, Mother,” he told her, a bit impatiently. “Percy and I can sit on the rug.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duchess blinked. “But what of Miss Drake? She might not enjoy reclining in the outdoors as much as you and your brother do.” She had shaken her head. “You are both such savages.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian shrugged. “Bring a chair for Miss Drake if you must. I hardly care where she parks herself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sebastian!” His mother looked thunderous. “How can you say such a thing? I thought you were getting along marvellously with her. And she was the talk of the town after her appearance at the opera.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian shrugged again, not bothering to contradict her. Sometimes it was simply too much effort where his mother was concerned. He was not getting along with Miss Drake. It was only that the duchess insisted he accompany her everywhere. And it wasn’t as if he hadn’t tried. He had talked to her and found that she bored him as much as all the other young ladies his mother had deemed ‘suitable’. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He knew other gentlemen were envious when they saw the exquisite Miss Drake on his arm. He had seen their sidelong glances as they took in her golden beauty and fine clothes. But he cared not a whit for any of it. As far as he was concerned, she tried too hard. That ridiculous bonnet she had worn at the opera, for example. A display of ostentation, to draw attention, if he ever saw it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He sighed, staring at her now. She was perched gingerly on the edge of the picnic rug, as if afraid that mere contact with the ground would soil her pristine gown. She never once lowered her parasol, squinting at the sun as though it was her enemy. Not an outdoor girl, thought Sebastian darkly. His mother had been right – she would have preferred a chair. But he was kind of glad that they hadn’t brought one for her. He was a little ashamed of it, but he was taking an almost perverse delight in her discomfort. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How are you faring, my precious?” asked Lady Hastings, almost falling off her chair as she moved her bulk from side to side. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am well, Mama,” she answered stiffly, staring with alarm at a beetle marching across the rug. She flicked at it with her hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It won’t kill you,” said Sebastian drily. “In fact, I rather think that it is more afraid of you than you are of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But Percy had already leapt to her aid, picking up the offensive insect and depositing it on a tree. He turned back to Alicia, an expectant look in his eyes. But if he expected effusive thanks he was sorely mistaken. Alicia smiled prettily at him, then turned back to Sebastian, fixing him with her blue eyed gaze. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He sighed deeply. He was already bored, and they had only been here for a little under an hour. How much longer was he expected to make small talk with Miss Drake and Lady Hastings? If it were just he and Percy, they could have gone for a long jaunt to pass the time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I might take a stroll,” he said suddenly, jumping up. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everybody looked alarmed. But before they could say anything – namely that Miss Drake should accompany him – he took off, heading towards the river. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled slowly as he approached it. Three figures were walking in the distance. Two ladies, parasols in hand, and a gentleman.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He watched the smaller of the ladies carefully. She was dressed in a plain blue gown with no adornment and a matching bonnet with a small white frill around the edge. She turned, and stared out over the water, watching the ducks and swans gliding by. His heart started to beat a little faster. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was her. Lady Charlotte. Along with her sister and her brother. She was watching the swans. Just like he always knew she would, if she ever ventured here. He hesitated for a moment, then picked up his pace, striding towards them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He saw her dark eyes widen as he approached the trio. And her blush. He liked it when she blushed. The colour seemed to travel up over her collarbones, infusing her face. She was normally so milky pale that the colour seemed almost an assault upon her skin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He still remembered what she had felt like in his arms when he had waltzed with her at the assembly rooms. How she had trembled, hardly daring to look at him. That had been the first indication. The second had been the night at the opera. He had known she was staring at him from her own box. Lady Charlotte Lumley was not indifferent to him. Far from it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But as he gazed on her now he could still sense the resistance. She had been mortally embarrassed when he had referred to her emotion at the opera, the single tear he had seen sliding down her cheek. And then, of course, Miss Drake had to interrupt, as always. He had not seen her in the days since, even though he had looked for her on his forays into town and at the assembly rooms. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And now she was here, in this section of Hyde Park. As if God himself had placed her before him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My lord.” It was Castlereagh, her brother. “This is a surprise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian smiled. “A fortuitous encounter, Castlereagh.” He stared at Charlotte, bowing slightly. “Lady Charlotte, and Lady Diana.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The two ladies curtseyed, staring at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you taking a stroll?” asked George. “Jolly good weather for it. My mother insisted I take the ladies out to get some air.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian smiled. “It is perfect weather,” he said slowly. “My family and I are picnicking, just over the knoll. Would you care to join us?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George’s eyes widened. “We wouldn’t want to intrude …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can assure you, there would be no intrusion.” Sebastian’s smile broadened. “In fact, you would all be saving me from death by boredom. The ladies can take some refreshment and respite from the heat of the day. What say you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George turned to his sisters. “Charlotte? Diana?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would be honoured,” said Diana. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian saw Charlotte hesitate for a moment. She glanced at him, dark eyes flashing. Then she tilted her chin slightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A little refreshment would be welcome.” She inclined her head. “Thank you, my lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They followed him up over the knoll. In the distance he could see his mother and Lady Hastings watching them keenly, then turn to each other, speaking in whispers. Percy looked pleased that more company was coming. And Miss Alicia Drake was staring straight at them. Her mouth was pursed slightly, as if she were tasting something disagreeable. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian made the introductions, then invited the trio to partake of the food and drink. They each took a plate, picking out the food they wanted, and fresh glasses of lemonade. Then they all sat down on the picnic rug. For a moment, there was an awkward silence.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A good set up you have here,” declared George, nodding his head. “Thank you again for the invitation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duchess smiled, a little sourly. “My eldest son is impetuous, to say the least.” She eyed Charlotte. “You are the older daughter, are you, Lady Charlotte? It seems barely possible, but I have not heard mention of you at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte took a bite of some cheese. “I am sorry, your grace. I prefer the country life on my family’s Devonshire estate and rarely leave it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duchess’s eyes sharpened. “A country mouse, then? Your parents have been too indulgent with you.” She wrapped her shawl tighter around her shoulders. “That is what is wrong with the youth of today. They are coddled and wrapped tighter than an infant’s swaddling rags. Wouldn’t you agree, Lady Hastings?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hastings hastily swallowed a strawberry she had just placed whole in her mouth. “Absolutely, madam. Now, take my Alicia. She is her parents’ only child, but we have never spoilt her. She knows her duty and she never shirks it. She has accompanied us to London for the seasons every year since her debut.” She turned to Alicia, eying her keenly. “And you enjoy it, don’t you, my pet? Much better than being tucked away in the country, fading away to a shadow with each passing year.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mama.” Alicia’s blue eyes flickered. “I will always do my duty, as you require.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hastings beamed. “She is a good girl, and the apple of her father’s eye. We have never had a moment of disobedience or insolence from her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lucky you,” muttered the duchess, staring at her own children. “Although Percy has always been obedient to his parents. Haven’t you, Percy?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy looked alarmed for a moment. “Of course, Mother. I do my duty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So much easier for the younger son,” said the duchess, turning to Lady Hastings. “So much rests on the shoulders of my Sebastian. He will be the duke one day, and he must take that seriously.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am here, Mother,” said Sebastian, in a bored voice. “Right here. You can speak to me directly, you know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duchess’s nostrils flared slightly, but she didn’t answer, pointedly turning away from him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Charlotte.” Alicia stared at her coldly. “You look flushed. Have you had too much sun today? Mama always tells me that it is not advisable for a lady to stroll too long at such a time of day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled. “Thank you for your concern, madam, but I am perfectly well. My sister and I have parasols, and we do not venture too far.” She paused. “You do not like to stroll yourself, Miss Drake?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia wrinkled her nose. “I most certainly do not. A lady must protect her complexion.” She sniffed. “And even with a parasol, the sun can do damage. I do not want to end up looking weather-beaten, like a servant.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stared at the fastidious Miss Drake, perched uncomfortably on the picnic rug. Then he turned and stared at Lady Charlotte. She was at ease here, despite his family’s prickliness, and the obvious enmity of Miss Drake. As if she belonged outdoors. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He knew which woman he would rather have by his side, despite his mother’s obvious preference for the golden-haired Alicia. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were just thinking of packing up when Sebastian spotted a familiar figure striding towards them. He jumped to his feet. “Burrows! By my word, this is a pleasant surprise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Freddie Burrows laughed. “I thought I would surprise you all.” His gaze swept over the newcomers, lingering on Lady Charlotte. “Marvellous day for it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana turned to George. “Brother, we should leave. We told Mama we would only be a half hour, and it is already past that time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George sprang to his feet. “Indeed! I will never hear the end of it.” He turned to Sebastian. “Thank you for the food and company, my lord. But my sisters and I must be on our way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana and Charlotte stood up, and the trio said their farewells. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is a performance at Vauxhall Gardens,” said Sebastian, gazing at Charlotte. “In two nights’ time. Perhaps you and your brother and sister would enjoy it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte blushed faintly. “Perhaps, my lord. I shall speak of it with my parents.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a short silence, as they continued gazing at each other. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I haven’t had the pleasure,” said Freddie, his eyes studying the sisters carefully. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Lord, I forgot,” said Sebastian. “Lord Frederick Burrows, this is the Viscount Castlereagh, and his two sisters, Lady Charlotte Lumley and Lady Diana Lumley.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ladies curtseyed and the gentlemen bowed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Charlotte.” Freddie’s voice was even. “I don’t believe I have seen you on the circuit before.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, my lord,” she replied. “I prefer the country, but my family persuaded me to accompany them this year.” She turned to her siblings. “We should not tarry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They departed. Sebastian stared after them until they were black dots in the distance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wharton.” Freddie’s voice made him jump. “Could I have a private word?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They wandered off toward the river. When they were almost to the river bank, Sebastian turned to Freddie. “What is it, old fellow? Why did you need to speak to me privately?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Freddie sighed. “Wharton, your preference for the Lady Charlotte is obvious. Since we last spoke, I have been making discreet enquiries about her.” He hesitated. “It is worse than I thought. While no one has information on what assails her, they all agree that there is something not quite right. Her parents have taken pains to hide her away, and most were surprised that I mentioned her at all. They had quite forgotten that she even existed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian frowned, staring over the water. “I cannot believe it. She is all charm and seems in blooming health. As for it being a mental affliction … well, she is the sharpest woman I have ever spoken with and has informed opinions on many a great matter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Freddie gazed on him. “Wharton, you know as well as I do that you cannot afford to be associated with such a woman. You are to be the Duke of Richley one day, and your reputation must be spotless. I think that the Lady Charlotte is deceiving you as to her true nature, and what assails her. Tell me, does she ever talk of it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian’s frown deepened. “No, never.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Freddie sighed. “Another indication that she is hiding something, and that it must be significant. Why else would she not mention that she has been ill, or suffers from some ailment? If there was no cause for concern, she would surely speak of it in passing, as people do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian kept gazing out over the water. There was truth in Freddie’s words. Yet he couldn’t just avoid her and forget about her. Not now. Besides, he had never been one to put much faith in scurrilous gossip. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will speak to her of it,” he said, turning to Freddie. “When I see her next. Hopefully she will come to Vauxhall Gardens and I shall have a chance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Freddie sighed again. “I suppose you can, Wharton. But if she is still reluctant and does not tell you the truth of the matter, then I fear you should disassociate from her before your reputation is tainted. For your sake, and for the sake of your family.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian’s face tightened. He didn’t need to be reminded of his duty. It had been drilled into him since he was born. He was to be a duke some day, and he must remain above reproach. The family reputation was always the priority. There could never be the slightest whiff of scandal. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He sighed deeply. Sometimes, just sometimes, he wished the burden of being the son and heir had fallen on Percy, not he. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian jumped out of the boat as soon as it moored at Vauxhall Gardens, gazing around keenly. It was crowded, as always. A throng of people walked up the path towards the supper boxes, in anticipation of the evening’s entertainment. In addition to the usual fashionable crowd, there were people of all social classes milling around, dressed in their best clothes. Vauxhall Gardens catered to all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sebastian,” barked his mother, behind him. “The ladies require some assistance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He turned, startled. He had forgotten all about the others, still disembarking from the boat, in his eagerness to find Lady Charlotte and her siblings in the crowd. Sighing, he held out his arm to his mother, helping her across. As soon as she had found her footing, he turned back to help Lady Hastings and Miss Drake. The latter smiled prettily at him as she took his hand, squeezing it hard. He smiled back quickly, then turned to Percy, who was still on the boat. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Require a hand, old boy?” he asked mildly, making a show of extending his arm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are hilarious,” drawled Percy, jumping from the boat. “I swear that if you ever decide to give up your claim to the dukedom you shall surely find work as a court jester, brother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It might be a good life,” replied Sebastian thoughtfully. “No responsibilities. Making people laugh. Yes, I could definitely be persuaded along those lines. Then you could become the duke, brother of mine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy gazed at Alicia, who was chatting with the other ladies on the path. “You know, I might just keep trying to persuade you. If it could win me the heart of a certain young lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian followed his gaze. “Are you still enamoured of her, Percy?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy swallowed hard. “I have tried to reconcile myself to the fact she has no interest in me. She has eyes only for you. But it is hard, I must say.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian sighed. “She is not interested in me, brother. It is only the prize of becoming a duchess that spurs her on. I have little doubt her mother is egging her on in that regard.” He paused. “We have nothing in common, and still Mother insists that they accompany us everywhere.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not mind,” said Percy, in a small voice. “The chance to be close to her, even if she never turns my way, is reward enough for me at the moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stared at his brother closely. Poor Percy really did have it bad. He had assumed that his brother’s admiration for Miss Drake would fade, as all his previous amours had done. But it seemed it was only growing stronger the more that he was in her company. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian frowned. He couldn’t understand what his brother saw in her, besides her obvious golden beauty. As far as he was concerned, she was a run of the mill lady, with no particular charm or intelligence. She was ignorant on just about all subjects that interested him. Perhaps Percy was not bothering to look beneath the façade. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We should make haste,” called his mother. “It is quite a walk to the supper boxes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian nodded, scanning the crowd again. He had hoped to spot Lady Charlotte before they arrived and the performance started. That was if she and her siblings had decided to come, of course. He had extended the invitation, but that didn’t mean that they were going to take it up. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His heart sank. Maybe she wasn’t coming at all.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But just as he was about to join the duchess and the other ladies, he saw her, in the distance, chatting with her brother and sister. His eyes registered her cerulean blue silk gown with matching bonnet. A white lace shawl hung over her shoulders, perfectly matching the colour of her gloves. The outfit was understated, as always, and yet he thought he had never seen a lady dressed so fine. Miss Alicia Drake’s gaudy Pomona green frilled gown and elaborate bonnet, both designed specifically to draw attention, seemed garish in the extreme by comparison. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can you escort the ladies?” he whispered to Percy. “I’ll meet you all at the supper box.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Without waiting for a reply, he strode off. His heart started to thump wildly. He had to be close to her. And it was time to find out what the mystery was in her past, once and for all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was quiet as she allowed him to take her arm and lead her along the path. Her brother and sister followed at a polite distance, allowing them some privacy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He gazed at the lights flanking the path, wavering slightly in the breeze. It was a truly beautiful evening. The sun had already set and the sky was the colour of a just ripening plum. He could see the moon, full and luminous, hanging in the sky above the water, its reflection shimmering on the surface. He didn’t think he wanted to be anywhere else in the world than here, with her on his arm, on this night. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His heart tightened. There was something marring the perfection of the evening: the question mark over the lady herself. He had promised Freddie that he would ask her about it and he was determined that tonight would be the time. Yet he resisted it as much as he was determined that it was necessary. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your home is in Devonshire, Lady Charlotte?” he asked now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled. “It is. Cranwick Manor is perched atop a hill. The views are quite lovely. You can see over the rolling green fields, towards the village. On a clear day you can see all the way to the sea. It is my favourite place in the world.” Her voice was wistful. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You miss it,” said Sebastian, glancing at her. “Being in London is a chore for you. I can tell.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sighed. “I have enjoyed myself here more than I thought I would, my lord. But yes, I must admit that I am longing for my home. I find the crowds here trying, and sometimes long for the open space of our country estate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian paused for a moment. “Is that the reason that you have avoided the seasons in London since your debut? I find it puzzling that I have not spied you on the circuit at all these past few years.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stiffened slightly. “I have already said that I prefer the quiet country life, my lord. There is no puzzle about it. When my family come to the city I stay with a companion and continue my usual routines.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was an awkward pause. Her eyes were glued to the path and she didn’t stop to turn to him as she spoke. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian thought carefully. “What do you like to do when you are in the country?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, the usual things a lady does to pass the time,” she said, laughing lightly. “I embroider and read …” Her voice trailed off. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you play an instrument?” He paused. “You have such an appreciation of music, I was sure that you are accomplished in that regard.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do like the pianoforte and have lately re-acquainted myself with the joy of playing it, after a long spell.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why so long?” His voice was soft.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She shrugged, still staring down the path. “Oh, I do not know. These things happen, I suppose. I have been busier with other pursuits.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stared out over the water. “I can imagine that you would enjoy all the accoutrements of country living as well,” he said. “Do you enjoy riding? My father keeps a very good stable here. Perhaps we could saddle a couple of his finest horses and take a ride in Hyde Park one day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stopped walking abruptly. “That is a very kind offer, my lord. But I must decline it. My equestrian skills are lacking, I am afraid.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stared at her. She had grown pale and her dark eyes were wide, as if she was seeing something in the distance that no one else was privy to.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As you wish,” he said mildly. “But if you change your mind, the offer is always open, Lady Charlotte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall not change it,” she said quickly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly, there was an explosion of colour over the water. Luminous streams of fireworks fell like ribbons through the sky. All the people strolling the path stopped, marvelling at the spectacle. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte gasped. “I have never seen anything like it,” she cried, her eyes as wide as saucers. “It is so beautiful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed it is,” he said slowly, his eyes rivetted on her face. “As are you, my lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte turned to him slowly. Her cheeks were pink. “You are kind, my lord. But too generous. I am no beauty and do not claim to be.” She paused. “Unlike your friend, Miss Drake. I am sure that her beauty is famed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian’s heart beat a little faster as he studied her. “You do yourself a disservice, Lady Charlotte. There is more to beauty than meets the eye. And I have always preferred the subdued loveliness of the dove over the garish feathers of the peacock.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte’s blush deepened. “Are you comparing me to the dove?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am.” He gazed down at her, eyes narrow. “You drift through the world not seeking attention, but my eyes are drawn to you, as surely as day follows night.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath. “I … do not know what to say. I am afraid I am unused to flirtation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is not flirtation, Lady Charlotte.” His eyes never left hers. “I am not a superficial man, given to praise for the sake of it, like many others. My regard is hard won, and yet you have had it almost from the first moment that I spoke to you, when I walked into you that day on Bond Street.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stared at him, seemingly at a loss for words. But at that moment her brother and sister were upon them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Watching the fireworks?” grinned George, staring at them both. “What a display. This is quite a night.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dearest,” said Diana, staring hard at her sister. “You look overcome. Did they scare you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte started, as if she only just realised that they were there. “Oh, no, Di. They were beautiful. As you would imagine stars should explode, if they ever did such a thing.” She blinked rapidly. “There is so much in this world that I have not known, or experienced.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana smiled. “There is. But you are making up for lost time, now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte nodded. Sebastian stared at her. She seemed pensive. Had he been too forward with her? The last thing he wanted to do was scare her off. And yet he had been compelled to speak. To tell her of how much his admiration for her had grown in the short time they had known each other. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’d best be on our way,” said George. “The performance starts soon, doesn’t it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian nodded. “Indeed it does. I think we were both a little overcome by the spectacle, but time waits for no man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How true,” said Charlotte, in a small voice.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They continued down the Grand Walk. He could see the golden statue of Aurora in the distance, signalling the end of the path. His heart dropped just a little. He could have walked with her for ever. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian sat in the supper box staring at the violinist without really seeing him. He could barely hear the music either. He had been looking forward to this performance, but now he found he could barely concentrate, and didn’t care a fig about it. All he could think about was Lady Charlotte and the way that she had looked at him when he had been so bold as to call her lovely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Irresistibly his eyes were drawn to her. Charlotte looked as though she were far away and not really listening to the music either. Beside her, George and Diana seemed enraptured, their eyes shining. She sat between them. Occasionally one would rest a hand on her arm, or lean towards her, to whisper something in her ear. Their gazes were always solicitous. At one moment Diana leaned in and adjusted Charlotte’s shawl, pulling it higher onto her shoulders. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian frowned as he watched the trio. They were obviously close, as siblings were wont to be. He understood that. He had always been fond of his own brother, especially as it was only the two of them. The duchess had lost three children in childbirth when he and Percy were still quite young and they had only ever had each other as playmates. He knew something about the special bond between siblings. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet … there was something else going on between the Lumley siblings. The way Charlotte was positioned, right in the middle, as if they were shielding her, somehow. To keep an eye on her. The way they constantly turned to her, as if assuring themselves that she was all right. The almost maternal way that Diana adjusted her sister’s shawl. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As if they were protecting her. As if they were used to this, and did it naturally, almost like breathing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He turned back to the violinist. The man was reaching a crescendo in his performance, his bow flying over the violin so quickly he could barely see it touch the strings. The music was beautiful, but he still couldn’t feel it. He felt as though something was just beyond his grasp. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte hadn’t given any indication that there was something in her past to explain why she had stayed in the country all those years and why her parents never spoke of her. She claimed that it was simply because she preferred the country life and didn’t like the crowds in London. It could be as simple as that, he told himself. Of course it could be. Many people preferred the country. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He frowned again. When Diana and George had reached them on the walk, Charlotte had talked about how there was so much in life she hadn’t experienced. What was it that Diana had said to her in response? Then her words fell into his mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    You are making up for lost time, now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian drew in a quick breath. Why was Charlotte making up for lost time? Why was she lamenting the fact that she had not experienced much and yearned to? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was something. He knew it. Some truth to the rumours about her, just as Freddie had claimed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His eyes drifted towards her again, pondering. She wasn’t going to tell him, that much was obvious. And he could only pry so much before she became suspicious as to why he was questioning her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was staring up at the sky, now, as if her mind was drifting away. Transported by the music? He could see the emotion on her face, just like at the opera. She was like an open book when she was moved in such a manner. His heart beat faster just watching her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He didn’t care, he decided. He didn’t care about the rumours swirling around her, or the warning Freddie had given him to stay away from her. He didn’t give a fig what the ton thought about Lady Charlotte Lumley. That was the truth of it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte walked into the drawing room. Her parents were sitting in the matching teak and brocade green armchairs on either side of the fireplace, facing each other. Both looked unusually sombre. George and Diana had just entered the room and were sitting down on the chaise longue, gazing at them expectantly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte frowned as she quietly joined her siblings. She had been painting in the garden when Dulcie had come out, saying that her parents requested her in the drawing room immediately. This was unusual. The earl and countess commonly left their children to their own devices during the day. She rarely saw them, except at meal times. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you know why, Dulcie?” she had asked the maid, paintbrush suspended in mid-air. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dulcie had shrugged. “I don’t, my lady. But a messenger came this morning, requesting to see the countess, so mayhap that has something to do with it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte gazed at Diana now, eyebrows raised questioningly. Diana shrugged and George seemed as mystified as all of them. He was absently playing with a loose button on his shirt sleeve, twirling it around as if it were a ball of some kind. For some reason, the action irritated her. What was going on? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Children.” The countess turned to them now. Charlotte was appalled to see that her eyes were red-rimmed. “I am afraid I have sorrowful news. My dearest sister Eliza, your beloved aunt, passed away yesterday morning.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte gasped and Diana’s hands flew to her mouth. George seemed stunned. The earl reached out towards his wife, taking her hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How?” gasped Charlotte. “How?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The countess sighed heavily. “I am afraid I have precious little information on that matter, Charlotte. But I can guess. She has been declining for months. The last time I visited with her she was putting on a brave face, as was her wont, but I knew that she was poorly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tears sprang into Charlotte’s eyes. Her Aunt Eliza had indeed been beloved by everyone. She had never married or had a family of her own and had devoted herself to her nieces and nephew. Aunt Eliza had stayed with them for extended periods at Cranwick Manor, dividing her time between her sister’s home and her own, which she had shared with their aged mother until that venerable lady had passed a few years previously. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tears slipped down Charlotte’s face. After her own accident, Aunt Eliza had come down to tend to her, holding her hand when she had been screaming in agony. Often, she would wake to find Aunt Eliza by her side, gazing at her lovingly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now, she was gone. Suddenly, with no warning. She had been ripped out of their lives as if she had never even been there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The countess stood. “I am afraid I must retire to my chambers. This news has shocked me and I believe a rest is in order.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The earl rose too, staring at her with concerned eyes. “I will accompany you, my dear, and see that you are settled.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They walked out of the room, closing the door firmly behind them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot believe it,” whispered Diana, shaking her head. She was pale. “The last time I saw dear Aunt Eliza she was in good spirits, despite what our lady mother says. I did not detect that she was poorly. Did you, Lottie?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte shook her head slowly. “No, Di. She was her usual self, as far as I could see. Concerned for everyone but herself. She was always such a generous soul.” Abruptly, the trickle of tears turned into a torrent.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George put his arm awkwardly around her shoulders. “There, there, Lottie. She is at peace now, whatever happened to her. I don’t suppose we shall know until we speak to her servants, and the lady companion she had since Grandmama died.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana bit her lip. “I must admit, even though she was in good spirits, I did have some concerns.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte dried her tears with the handkerchief George had just given her. “What do you mean, Di?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana squirmed restlessly on the seat. “Our mother admits that she was poorly, and I think that Aunt Eliza was hiding it from us. You know what she was like – she would always put her own needs below everyone else’s.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George frowned. “Now that you mention it, Di, I have had my suspicions too. The way she would retire to her bed sometimes. She would often emerge looking pale and as worn as a dishrag.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You think she has been sick for years?” breathed Charlotte. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps.” Diana’s voice was low. “You know what Mama is like, Lottie. She would not tell us even if she knew the truth. For some reason, our parents like to pretend that everything is well, when it patently is not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte turned away and stared at the wall. It was true. It was exactly as they had acted with her, as soon as it had become obvious that she was suffering strange symptoms after her accident. Even as they sought physicians for her, they had tried to pretend that it wasn’t as bad as she was making out. They had hidden her condition from everyone as well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Had they done the same thing with poor Aunt Eliza? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly, rage washed over her. If it was true, then it was unfair. If she and her siblings had known there was something wrong with their aunt, they could have spent more time with her. Helped her in her hour of need, rather than leaving her with a paid lady companion. A woman who had treated her well but did not love her the way that they did. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is wrong with them?” she cried, bursting into tears anew. “Why do they do this?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George and Diana stared at her, alarmed. Diana got up quickly, coming to her side, but Charlotte brushed her off angrily, standing up and striding to the mantelpiece. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dearest,” said Diana quietly. “You must calm down. It is not good for you to become so heightened.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I am sick of hearing it!” cried Charlotte, barely able to see through her tears. “I must not overtax myself, for fear of bringing on my malady.” She drew a ragged breath. “I should be able to mourn my aunt, and cry out at the injustice she has suffered, if her own pain was hidden from the world. Just like mine has been.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lottie,” said George, standing up. “I agree with what you say. If there was something seriously wrong with Aunt Eliza and it was hidden from us, then you have a right to be angry. We all do. But Diana is correct as well. You must not become too vexed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “None of you know!” cried Charlotte. “None of you can understand what it is like.” She was pacing the room, wringing her hands. “You cannot understand what it is like, feeling like you are not safe, every day of your life!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George and Diana stared at her, mouths agape. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have tried,” Charlotte said, in an anguished whisper. “I have tried to ignore it and carry on my life as if it is not hanging over my head like the Sword of Damocles, waiting to decapitate me at any given moment. But it is so very hard to bear. You can plan your futures, knowing that you both have years ahead of you. Old age will arrive one day. I cannot say the same for myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lottie …” Diana tried to take her arm, but Charlotte brushed her off again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Di. Let me speak. I know that you both do not want to hear it, but it is the truth.” She shuddered, as if a cold wind had just whistled through the room. “The malady shall always be with me and I shall never be free of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Charlotte, you don’t know that.” George raised his voice slightly. “Look at everything you have been doing recently. Dancing, going to the opera, playing the piano … you have been living, Lottie. You have even incited admiration in the heart of a duke’s son. He seeks you out, sister, wherever we go. You resolved to be a new Charlotte, and it has been working.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But Charlotte placed her hands over her ears, shaking her head from side to side. George and Diana simply stared at her. She could see their concerned eyes. Suddenly, she couldn’t bear it a second longer. She ran out of the room, racing up the stairwell, her heart racing. As soon as she reached her bedroom she collapsed across her bed in a fit of weeping. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It wasn’t fair! Diana and George would never understand what it was like. She knew they tried. They were on her side and already the biting pangs of guilt at the way she had treated them were eating away at her. But sometimes she felt so very lonely. As if they were members of an exclusive club that she could never gain entry to, no matter how hard she tried.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sobbed louder, gripping the pillow. Poor Aunt Eliza. It was all too much. Too much to bear. Her eyelids slowly closed, and she drifted into an uneasy sleep, beset by nightmares. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She heard Dulcie’s footsteps in her room. She frowned, her eyes closed. Was she about to rouse her for dinner, or for breakfast? She felt disoriented, unable to discern how much time had passed. Had she slept the whole night through? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She opened her eyes slowly, watching the maid. Dulcie was standing with her hands on her hips, gazing down on her, a furrow puckering her brow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dulcie?” she whispered, unable to lift her head from the pillow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My lady,” said Dulcie, curtseying slowly. “I heard your sad news. Your Aunt Eliza was a good lady. She is singing with the angels now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte tried to lift her head, but it felt dead, as though it were made of stone. She looked down at her hands. They were beset by violent tremors, and it was spreading throughout her whole body.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dulcie,” she hissed, through gritted teeth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The maid flew to her side, stroking her head. “Now, now, my lady. I can see that you cannot sit up, and those awful shakes have got a hold of you again.” She sighed. “You should rest today. I fear your sad news has given you a setback.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She hid it,” Charlotte hissed, fear overtaking her. “My mother hid that there was something wrong with my aunt. I know it. Just like she has always hidden what is wrong with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shh, my lady.” Dulcie’s voice was comforting, and sweet. “Do not worry about such things now. Go back to sleep. I will tell her ladyship that you cannot make it to breakfast.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte nodded, staring at the maid. The hand on her forehead was cool. She closed her eyes, drifting away again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte opened her eyes, seeing that the curtains were drawn. She was groggy still, but at least she could lift her head. She sighed, pushing back the blanket restlessly, swinging her legs onto the cold floor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stood up, wavering slightly. The tremors were still there. Shuddering through her body. Her vision was starting to blur as well. She stared around the room, appalled that the wardrobe next to her bed seemed to be fading before her eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Slowly, she put a step forward, and then another. She hadn’t even made it halfway across the room before she staggered back to the bed, collapsing into it as though it was welcoming her with open arms. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She pulled the blanket high, burrowing beneath it. Tears ran down her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her brief idyll was over. Her resolve to be a new Lady Charlotte Lumley had come crashing to a violent halt. The malady had returned, sweeping over her with such force that she could barely believe it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She thought of everything she had done in the last few weeks since that awful Dr. Gibson had pronounced that she would eventually become bedridden, or even die. She had started playing the piano again. It had been like welcoming back an old friend. She had picked up her brushes and started to paint, just like in days of old. There had been many times that she had lost herself in her work, when it felt like time had stood still. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sobbed harder. Then there were all the new places she had been and the things she had done. Balls. Dancing. That magical night at the opera.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had met him. Lord Sebastian Wharton. She had been swept away. The way he had looked at her and sought her out. The feel of his arms around her as they danced. The way he watched her when she cried at the opera. She sighed, thinking about what he had said to her as they had been walking the Grand Walk at Vauxhall Gardens, staring at the fireworks exploding in the sky. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    You drift through the world not seeking attention, but my eyes are drawn to you, as surely as day follows night. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had never dreamt that a man like that would admire her. That a man like that would ever deign to notice her. But it had happened. She had not sought it, and she had been fearful of it, but it had happened. As surely as day follows night. Just as he had said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had forgotten, just for a little while, that she was a woman who had no right to expect such things from life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The tremors worsened. She was remembering now. It had all been like a pleasant dream, but it was not her real life. Her real life was this: a sick woman who was a burden on her family. A sick woman who would surely only worsen with the passage of time. Just like the physician had said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A sick woman who needed to be hidden away from the world. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a knock at the door, and Dulcie came in, staring at her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My lady.” Her voice was gentle. “Your good lady mother is wanting to know if you are well enough to leave your room. I said that I had left you sleeping, but that I would come along and check.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte turned her face to the wall. “You can tell my good lady mother that I shall not be leaving my bed today. Or tomorrow. Quite probably I shall not be leaving it the day after, either.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dulcie gasped. “My lady …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Dulcie.” Charlotte’s voice was dull. “This is my wish.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dulcie sighed. “Your sister and brother are enquiring after you as well. Lady Diana wants to know if you feel up to seeing her if you do not wish to leave your room.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte shook her head slowly. “I do not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte heard the maid sigh again, and then – mercifully – she left the room, closing the door softly behind her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dulcie meant well. She knew that. They all did. But it was all impossible. She would stay in her bed, for as long as she wanted to. The symptoms were upon her and, besides, she had nothing to get out of bed for anymore. Not now she had realised that it was simply all too hard. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    The carriage drew up slowly to the kerb. Sebastian stared at the smart townhouse on Grosvenor Square. An afternoon garden party – one of the many social engagements he was required to attend this week. Every single one he had been to he had searched for Lady Charlotte, and each had been a disappointment. She seemed to have disappeared from the social circuit entirely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy stared at him, sitting in the seat opposite. “You should really be the first one out, old boy. Rank and all. You’re the heir, I’m the spare, isn’t that how it goes?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian sighed. He didn’t feel like attending this garden party in the slightest. He knew that Miss Drake and her mother would be circling him like sharks. The only reason he hadn’t cancelled was in the vain hope that he might bump into Charlotte. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s how it goes,” he replied, a bit sourly. “Perhaps you could impersonate me at the party, Percy. Take on the heir’s mantle, just for a little while. It’s starting to feel a bit heavy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy grinned. “Shall I break out the violins, old boy?” He paused, staring at his brother. “You really are a bit down in the doldrums, aren’t you? Does it have something to do with a certain brunette, who shall remain nameless?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian sighed heavily. “She does not need to remain nameless,” he said slowly. “You know as well as I do who she is. I have hardly made my preference for her a secret.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed you have not,” said Percy, studying him carefully. “Lady Charlotte Lumley, I presume?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian gritted his teeth. “I have been looking for her everywhere,” he muttered. “To no avail. Tell me, the earl and his family have not left their residence to return to the country, have they?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not that I am aware of,” replied Percy. “I think I saw Castlereagh at a gambling house the other night, but I was the worse for wear after a few brandies, so I can’t be certain.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Drowning your sorrows, Percy?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Something like that.” Percy smiled faintly. “Trying to forget Miss Drake. It didn’t work, of course.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian nodded, staring at his brother sympathetically. “It seems that we are both in the doldrums.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stared out of the carriage window. The footman was waiting for them to descend, almost hopping impatiently from foot to foot. Another carriage was behind them, the occupants waiting to alight. It was now or never and he didn’t think that his mother would ever forgive him if he suddenly told the carriage driver to pull back out into the street. Social ruin. She would hear about it on the grapevine, of course. There was almost nothing that happened within the London beau monde that she didn’t know about eventually. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He sighed again, turning to his brother. “Let’s do it, old chap. The wheat before the chaff, as they say.” He stepped down from the carriage, gazing wearily down the road. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He spotted his friend Lord Freddie Burrows almost immediately upon entering the house, hovering around the refreshments table. Freddie was just about to stuff his face with a large slice of cake when he saw him. Putting down the cake, he strode over to him, a wide grin on his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wharton,” he said. “I didn’t know you were coming.” He glanced around at the assembled company, milling in the gardens. “You shouldn’t have bothered. Rather a dull affair, I must say.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian cast his eyes around the garden furtively, taking in the ladies in their light afternoon gowns, spinning their parasols as they sipped tea. His heart sank. She wasn’t here. Neither were her brother and her sister. Perhaps they had returned to their home in Devonshire.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But, of course, Miss Alicia Drake was here, alongside her mother. Today she was wearing a dusky rose gown, edged in white lace with a pointed Vandyke collar. Her golden ringlets shook slightly when she laughed. She spotted him and excused herself from her group, making a beeline towards him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Lord.” Sebastian grimaced, looking away. “Look out. I am about to be accosted.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But then something very strange happened. Percy emerged, seemingly springing from behind a pot plant, and waylaid her. Sebastian waited for her to shake him off, as always, but curiously she did no such thing. Instead, her face softened imperceptibly as she stared up at him. Percy looked like he was about to burst with happiness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian turned his head to the side, as if he were viewing a very odd portrait. “Well, I never. Percy’s day has been made, I should say.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Freddie grinned. “Lucky him. What a beauty. Why were you worrying about being accosted by her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian sighed. “Just another in a long line of them, Burrows. Courtesy of the duchess, who is determined that I shall marry before the season is over.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Freddie sobered a little. “I take it you are still tormented by the Lady Charlotte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian shrugged. What point was there in even talking about her with Freddie? He would only try to persuade him to forget about her. And he simply couldn’t. He had tried, and he had failed. He had resigned himself to the fact that he was compulsively drawn to her, like a moth to a flame. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Had he frightened her that evening in Vauxhall Gardens when he had told her how much he admired her? Was that the reason she didn’t seem to be anywhere around town, no matter how hard he searched for her? She had admitted that she was unaccustomed to the game of flirting, which was almost unheard of in fashionable London society. Most ladies picked up the skills within twelve months of their debut. But she hadn’t been in London society for a good few years, had she? By her own admission she stayed at her home in the country most of the time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had been sincere when he had told her he wasn’t flirting. This wasn’t a game to him. It wasn’t a light-hearted flirtation he could pick up and put down at will, as if it were a shuttlecock bat. No, this was far more than that. He had never felt this way about a woman, and he had been exposed to a lot of young ladies. More than his fair share, mostly thanks to his mother, but in the course of his own social forays as well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Freddie was waiting for an answer, gazing at him expectantly. Sebastian forced a smile onto his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let’s forget all about the young ladies, shall we?” he said quickly. “Tell me about the latest boxing match you have seen, Burrows. I am in need of the distraction.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian walked into Almack’s Assembly Room, holding his breath. Last time he had come in here, on the spur of the moment, he had run into Charlotte unexpectedly. He smiled as he stared around, remembering the night. He had swept her onto the dancefloor and luck had been on his side. The dance was a waltz, the most intimate way that a gentleman could hold a lady in public without being frowned upon. It was a genius invention, he thought slowly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He still remembered how she had felt in his arms. Despite her obvious discomfort, it was as if she belonged there. As if his arms had been waiting for her. He gazed around the room, his blood warming at the thought of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly he started. Was that her? On the dancefloor he could see a small woman with dark hair, dancing a quadrille. She was slightly obscured from his vision by the dancers, so he waited patiently for her to come into his view again. His heart started to beat uncomfortably. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The music finished, and the dancers separated. His heart sank slightly. It wasn’t her. It was her sister, the Lady Diana, who bore a moderate resemblance to Charlotte. The same shade of hair colour and the same stature. But when the lady had turned towards him he had seen that the features were not the same. Nor were the eyes. Diana had blue eyes. Not the dark flashing ones that belonged to Charlotte, and which so tormented him at night when he lay in bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He quickly looked around the room again. She definitely wasn’t here. But he saw her brother, George, lounging against some chairs, sipping lemonade. He abruptly turned, leaving a young lady who was approaching him hanging. It was unbearably rude, of course, but he simply didn’t have time to get embroiled in social chit-chat. This was the first time he had seen any of the Lumleys since the evening at Vauxhall Gardens, and he didn’t want them to escape. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Castlereagh,” he called, as he got closer. “How are you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George straightened. Was that a wary look he detected in the man’s eye? But then he smiled, pleasantly enough, acknowledging the greeting. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My lord,” he said slowly. “You are late to the assembly. My sister and I were just about to call it a night.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian nodded. “A dinner engagement held me up, I am afraid.” He stared around the room innocently. “You mentioned your sister. I saw Lady Diana with the dancers, but not Lady Charlotte. Did she not accompany you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George shook his head slowly. “I am afraid not, my lord. She did not feel much like dancing tonight.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana joined them, smiling widely as she curtseyed. “My lord. It is always a pleasure.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian bowed. “As it is to see you, Lady Diana. I trust you are enjoying the dance?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana fanned herself vigorously. “To be sure, although it is hot work.” She turned to her brother. “I think that I should like a lemonade, George, before I die of thirst.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Coming straight up,” said George, pouring her a tall glass and handing it to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was an awkward pause while Diana sipped her drink. Sebastian coughed, then turned once more to George. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your sister is well?” he said slowly. “I have not seen her about in a week or more, or any of you, for that matter.” He raised his eyebrows enquiringly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Charlotte is well enough, my lord,” replied George, not meeting his eye. “I think that she is not used to so many social outings and requires a little respite.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” said Diana, still sipping her drink. “Our sister has devoted herself to interior pursuits, my lord. She is greatly enjoying practising the pianoforte and catching up on her reading.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian nodded, his eyes narrowing. “Well, give her my regards, will you? I hope to see her out and about again before the season is quite over and we all return to our country estates.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana curtseyed. “Of course, my lord. It would be my pleasure to pass on your best wishes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We should go, Di,” said George, staring pointedly at his sister. “Mama is expecting us home before midnight.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They said their farewells and the siblings drifted away, collecting their cloaks and hats before they departed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stared after them. They had answered him politely and calmly. Everything that they had said could be perfectly true. Charlotte didn’t much like crowds and wasn’t used to socialising so much. She simply wanted to take a break and stay at home for a while. He could understand it perfectly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But something rang false about the way they had spoken. As if it had been rehearsed. They had also been very keen to get away so that they didn’t have to talk about their sister any longer with him. He kept staring, even after they had drifted through the doorway and were long gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George, the Viscount Castlereagh, and Lady Diana Lumley had been lying. He could always tell. The way that George’s eyes wouldn’t quite meet his own. Lady Diana had been more accomplished, smoothly telling him the story of how Charlotte was merely enjoying quiet leisure activities at home. But still, something in the way that she had spoken made him suspicious. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wharton.” A familiar voice, just behind him. “You look like you have seen a ghost.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian swivelled around. Freddie was standing there accompanied by a lady he was unfamiliar with. She was tall and imposing, with dark chestnut-coloured hair styled elaborately. Two long green feathers bobbed in the midst of it, attached with a sparkling diamond hairpiece. She smiled imperiously, blue eyes sweeping over him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Burrows.” He bowed to them both. “I wasn’t aware you had secured an invitation to Almack’s tonight.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Freddie grinned. “I didn’t have one, old chap. But I was lucky enough to be seated beside this charming lady at a St. James Square soiree, and she offered one to me if I would accompany her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian coughed, gazing at the lady expectantly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Freddie hit his head softly with his hand. “There I go again, prattling on. I should have introduced you both to start with, shouldn’t I?” He turned to the lady. “Do excuse me. Lady Elizabeth Wren, this is the Marquis of Wharton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Elizabeth Wren stilled, blue eyes sharp, before sinking into a low curtsey. “My lord. It is a pleasure. May I be so bold as to enquire if you are the eldest son of the Duke of Richley?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian bowed slightly in acknowledgement. “The pleasure is all mine, Lady Elizabeth. You may be so bold. The answer is yes, I am the eldest child of the Duke of Richley.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A faint hiss escaped the lady’s lips. “My lord, I have heard much about your esteemed family,” she said quickly. “It is such an honour. Tell me, do you enjoy the assembly? Are you fond of dancing? Because I am itching to take to the floor.” She turned to Freddie. “You wouldn’t mind if Lord Sebastian and I danced, would you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Freddie looked stunned but shook his head. Sebastian sighed inwardly. This Lady Elizabeth Wren was very forward, and he really didn’t want to dance. He had been planning to leave the place entirely after the sour disappointment of running into the Lumleys and finding that Charlotte wasn’t with them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Elizabeth was gazing at him expectantly. Freddie looked miserable but wasn’t about to make a scene. Sebastian hardly blamed his friend. He had come to the assembly on the expectation that he was accompanying the lady, and almost as soon as they had walked through the door she was ditching him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Poor Freddie. It often happened this way when they were socialising together. As soon as the young ladies realised who held the greater rank, they deserted Freddie and attached themselves to him. The dazzle of the dukedom, he thought sourly. Young ladies who simply couldn’t resist making a play to become a duchess. Lady Elizabeth Wren was just the latest in a long line of them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course.” He forced a smile onto his face, holding out his arm. “Shall we, my lady?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Elizabeth looked jubilant. He walked with her to the dancefloor, not even noticing what the dance was. All he could focus on was the last time he had stepped onto this very floor, with a different lady entirely on his arm. A lady who was not bold, or brazen. A lady who did not seek him out because of his rank. A lady who seemed to genuinely enjoy his company … for who he truly was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian drew a sharp breath. He could not let such a lady go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sat in an old, dusty armchair in the corner of her aunt’s study, gazing around at the room. The tremors besieged her as she took in the high bookcases, stuffed with old tomes, and the antique furniture that crowded the room. An armoire, in the old French style. A wide desk. A candelabra stood in the opposite corner, old white wax hardened on the black frame. She could picture her aunt sitting in this room, avidly reading or writing, by the light of the candles that had burnt there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sighed, picking at the rug that had been placed over her lap. Her fingers could barely grasp it. She gazed at the door. Where was Diana, or her mother? She had requested they leave her in here after Aunt Eliza’s funeral at the local church, but they were a very long time. Had they forgotten her entirely? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sighed. What did it matter? She might as well get used to it. She was an appendage, a worrisome add on. She knew that her mother hadn’t wanted her to accompany them to the funeral at all, but she had put her foot down and insisted. She needed to bid farewell to her beloved aunt, even if she still wasn’t really well enough. Diana and George had fussed over her like two mother hens in the carriage on the way here, and had flanked her in the little village church, barely leaving her side. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But when they had returned to Harris Lodge, her aunt’s home in Kent, she had balked. The house was filled with mourners after the service, paying their final respects. Light refreshments and tea were being served in the drawing room for the guests. Charlotte’s head had started to throb at the very thought of mingling among them. Diana had suggested she retire to a bedroom to sleep for the duration, but she had asked to sit in here and read until the guests departed instead. It seemed fitting, to say goodbye to her aunt in her favourite room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sighed again. That had been over an hour ago and she was getting restless. It was an uncommonly chilly day, and the fire hadn’t been lit in here. She placed her aunt’s copy of Dante’s Inferno on the small table beside the armchair and contemplated what to do. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She rose, making her way to the door with difficulty. Harris Lodge wasn’t a large house. She could hear the chatter of the guests in the drawing room. She frowned. Obviously, the afternoon tea was still in full flight. She turned back into the room, hesitating. Perhaps she would sit at her aunt’s desk for a while to pass the time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As she lowered herself into the chair, trying to control the tremors, she couldn’t help smiling. Her aunt’s personal signature was everywhere here. There was a vase filled with an assortment of roses from the garden that were wilting now, their petals dropped onto the desk and floor. It had obviously not been replenished since … her departure. She must remember to tell the maid about it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her eyes swept over the rest. A journal in the middle of the desk. Charlotte flicked through it absently. Aunt Eliza had pressed some flowers in here and added notes about them. Charlotte’s smile widened at the familiar sight of her aunt’s rounded handwriting. She had obviously enjoyed collecting unknown flowers from the hillside around her home and finding out what they were. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She put the book down. And then, as if drawn by a magnet, she opened the top drawer of the desk, staring in. A pile of old letters sat in there, tied with brown string. Curious, she took them out, laying them on the desk in front of her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She untied the string with a shaking hand and sorted through them. There were seven, all addressed to her aunt, and all written in the same hand. She picked up one, turning it over. The writer’s name and address was written on the back of the envelope. A Reverend Squires, from Essex. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her hand hovered over the envelope. She shouldn’t open it and read it, should she? But once again she felt a strange compulsion. Who was this Reverend Squires, and why had he felt compelled to write seven letters to her aunt? More to the point, why had her aunt kept them, tied neatly in string, in the top drawer? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Before she could think about it any further, she opened the envelope, taking out the letter. She smoothed the parchment out as best she could with her shaking hand and started reading. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My dear Lady Eliza, 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I know that you have asked me to stop writing to you, but I feel compelled to make one last effort to convince you of my sincerest regard and affection. If after this letter you still feel that we must cease our correspondence and relationship once and for all, I shall respect your wishes. But I must try again, one last time, in honour of all that has been between us. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I did not intend to fall so violently in love with you when I was assigned to your parish, all those years ago. I know that you did not intend it either. It happened suddenly, when we both were least expecting it. We were both alone, and of mature years, expecting that we should go through life exactly as we had always done. I know that you were resigned to your fate as companion and nursemaid to your aged mother and did not want anything more from life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But it did happen, my sweetest Eliza. We fell in love. You resisted me, and I tried to stay away. At first, I thought it was because of your mother, but in time we knew that it was more than that. You suffered terribly with your affliction and did not want to burden me with it. You told me that you could never be a ‘proper’ wife to me. I told you that I did not care – that I wanted you however you came to me. But you would not believe me. When the call came from the bishop to leave the parish and move to Essex, I saw it as a chance to start over, without you. Because I thought that it was hopeless and being so close to you – without ever being able to convince you to become my wife – was too hard. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My feelings have not changed, Eliza. I have written so many letters to you, and you have only written one back. Can you not change your mind, dearest one? Your mother is long gone. I do not care about what afflicts you. I would gladly spend one year with you by my side than ten without you. Please finally say that you will become my wife and make me the happiest man in the world. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Your humble servant, 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charles Squires 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte dropped the letter and it fluttered onto the desk. She could not believe it. Her Aunt Eliza had shared a secret love with the local vicar? A love so strong that it had lasted years, and he had written her seven letters, beseeching her to become his wife? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stared down at the letter. Her aunt had never said anything about it, to any of them. They had all thought her happy, or at least resigned, to her role as Grandmama’s carer. Charlotte had never thought to ask her if she was content remaining unmarried, at being the spinster aunt who advised her sister’s children but never had any of her own.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She frowned, picking up the letter again. The reverend referred twice to her aunt’s ‘affliction’ and that it was the reason she rejected his proposal of marriage after Grandmama’s death. It was as they had all suspected. Something had been wrong with Aunt Eliza, possibly for years. Something so profound that she rejected this man’s offers of marriage because she did not want to burden him with it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aunt Eliza had sacrificed love because of it. She had made her choice … and lived with the consequences. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A tear fell down Charlotte’s cheek. Her poor aunt, and poor Reverend Squires. Their love story did not have a happy ending. She had never married him, and now she was gone. Did he even know that she had passed? Or was he sitting in his parsonage in Essex still thinking that one day she might change her mind and make him the happiest man in the world? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With a shaking hand, Charlotte folded up the letter, placing it back in the envelope. She placed it on top of the others and tied them together, putting them back in the drawer. She shouldn’t have invaded her aunt’s privacy, but it was too late now. She could not unknow what she had found out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She closed the drawer decisively. Her aunt had made her choice, for better or worse. If she had suffered through the years from an affliction, she had obviously decided that Reverend Squires was better off without her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte could understand that. In fact, reading the heartfelt letter only cemented her own thoughts on how she had been feeling towards Lord Sebastian, and his marked preference for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had made the right choice. Just like her dear Aunt Eliza. It wasn’t without sacrifice … but it was for the best. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was sitting in the armchair, the book in her hands again, when the door opened and Diana came in. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dearest,” she said, sweeping over to her. “I am so sorry I have left you for so long. I tried to get away, but Mama insisted I stay by her side, saying that she couldn’t be expected to handle all these villagers by herself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled, putting down the book. “It is quite all right, Di. I have been fine here, reading.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana’s eyes swept over her. “How are you feeling? You look pale.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte shrugged. “Just the same, I suppose. The tremors are still with me, and my vision fades in and out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana bit her lip. “You shouldn’t have come today. You aren’t up to travelling and being up for so long.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Diana.” Charlotte leaned over and took her sister’s hand. “I needed to do this. I needed to be here, for Aunt Eliza. If I had missed her funeral, I would never have forgiven myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana smiled. “Of course, I understand. We shall be returning to London within the hour anyway and then you can rest properly.” She gazed down at Charlotte’s hand resting on her own. “Dearest … there is something that I must tell you. I should have told you before now, but I didn’t want to upset you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stared at her sister. “What is it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana sighed. “When George and I went to the assembly room the other night, we ran into Lord Sebastian.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stilled. “Did you? Why on earth did you think you could not mention it to me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana shrugged helplessly. “I just didn’t know if it would upset you, Lottie. But now I think that you should know.” She took a deep breath. “He asked about you. More than once. He is so eager to see you again, and said he hopes that the season isn’t over before he has the pleasure once more.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte blushed. “He was just being polite …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana shook her head vigorously. “No, Lottie. It is more than that. I think that he genuinely admires you and wants to keep up your acquaintance.” She took another deep breath. “I think that you should. I think that he is good for you, my dearest sister. He is an admirable man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte frowned. “He is an admirable man. There is no doubt of that. But you know as well as I why I cannot encourage him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana squeezed her hand tightly. “Perhaps if you just tell him, Lottie. When you are feeling better of course.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte’s eyes widened. “Tell him of my malady, do you mean? Have you taken leave of your senses entirely, sister of mine?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana stared at her. “I think that you should. I think you can trust him with the knowledge, and he will not judge you for it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte snorted. “He is the son of a duke, Di. Anyone he marries will become a duchess one day. He needs a strong, well woman by his side as his wife to take on that role. Not a sick one, who will only get sicker as the years progress.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana shook her head. “You do not know that, Lottie. Just because that silly quack said so, does not make it true.” She took a deep breath. “You have had a setback, because of Aunt Eliza’s sudden passing. But you shall improve again, I am sure of it. You were so determined to live your life and let nothing stand in your way …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte shook her head vigorously. “Yes, I was. I still want to, despite what you may think. But I have thought long and hard about the acquaintanceship with Lord Sebastian, and I have decided that it should not be encouraged. Think about it, Di. If the relationship did end in marriage, he would end up having to play nurse to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You don’t know that …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do!” Charlotte’s voice was sharp. “It has been more than four years since the accident, and still I suffer from the symptoms. You and George have been playing nursemaid to me this time. I could not bear it having his lordship do the same.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana sighed deeply. “You care for him. I know you do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte pulled her hand away. “I do care for him. I won’t deny it. Which is why I am determined that I shall never be a burden to him in this way. I have no right to get involved romantically with anyone considering my malady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana was silent, staring at her with wide eyes. Charlotte blinked back tears. It hurt to say it, but it was the truth. She didn’t have the right. Aunt Eliza’s doomed romance with the vicar proved it to her. Her aunt had been strong enough to put her love aside and know that it was for the best. So must she. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was a mistake,” she said softly. “I was always wary of it, as well you know. I said that I shouldn’t encourage him. Now it has been proven that I am right. Whatever my philosophy on living my life to the fullest, it cannot include him. It mustn’t.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana sighed again. “I will not speak to you of it again, dearest. It is your life, and you have the right to live it the way that you desire.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The door opened and the countess swept in, staring at them.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There you both are,” she said, a little huffily. “We must depart. The last of those irksome villagers has departed, and your father is desirous of getting back to London before sunset. Make haste.” She swept out of the room, her long black mourning gown trailing behind her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana helped Charlotte to her feet, and they moved slowly towards the door. Before they left, Charlotte stared back. Goodbye, dearest Aunt Eliza, she thought sadly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew she would never come here again. Soon the house and its contents would be packed up and sold. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stared into the looking-glass. His valet was adjusting his outfit, tightening the silk cravat and dusting down his black dinner jacket. He was almost ready for the guests already milling around downstairs. His mother had invited an ‘intimate’ number of ten. He had not consulted the guest list, but he would bet that Lady Hastings and Miss Alicia Drake were there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a knock at the door and Percy entered, already dressed for the event. Sebastian studied his brother’s reflection. Percy was making more of an effort lately, shopping on Bond Street for fashionable breeches and jackets, cravats and hats, and he cut a dashing figure. It wasn’t hard to figure out why – a certain young lady, who was probably in the drawing room below them now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The valet pulled at his jacket tails, adjusting them. “Thank you, Parker,” said Sebastian, turning to the man. “An exemplary job, as always. You can leave us now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The man nodded, then walked out of the room, closing the door behind him. Sebastian turned, staring at his brother. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “To what do I owe the pleasure?” he said crisply. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy gulped. “I just wanted your opinion, old boy.” He indicated his jacket. “What do you think of this one? Or should I wear the silver?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian grinned. “Keep your jacket on, Percy. It looks fine. I am sure that Alicia will think you the handsomest man that ever walked.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy sniffed. “That’s a lie. But she has been more receptive to me lately. We chatted for over half an hour at that garden party, and she let me dance with her two times at the Hay’s dance on Piccadilly.” He smiled hopefully. “Do you think she is starting to like me, just a little?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian rolled his eyes. “What’s not to like? You are the son of a duke as well, which she seems to have forgotten. Her own father is a baron, only barely a member of the peerage. Miss Drake shouldn’t get too uppity, you know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy looked downcast. “All of that stuff doesn’t matter. I think that Miss Drake and I are actually very well suited, Seb. When we were talking we laughed about the same things and had a jolly old time together.” He paused. “If only she could stop focusing on you, just because you are the heir.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian grinned. “Oh, so you are not just enamoured of her beauty, then? You do like her as a person?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” said Percy, through gritted teeth. “I think that she is the loveliest woman who ever walked the earth, but I like her character as well. She is always smiling and cheerful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good,” said Sebastian distractedly, tightening his cufflinks. “For I am afraid I am immune to her charms.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy stared at him. “Have you seen the Lady Charlotte around town since we last spoke of her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stiffened slightly. Even hearing her name caused him consternation. It wasn’t getting any better, in the days since he had run into George and Diana at the assembly room. If anything, it was worse. The minute he woke up he thought of her, and his last thought before he fell asleep at night was of her too. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No,” he frowned, staring at his brother. “I haven’t. I saw her brother and sister at Almack’s, but they made some excuses that she was enjoying quiet activities at home and that socialising was too much for her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It might be true,” said Percy, staring at him. “This is her first London season in years, don’t forget. It can get a bit overwhelming if you aren’t used to it. During my first season all I wanted was to run back home with my tail between my legs.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian shook his head. “There is more to it. I just know it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well why don’t you go and pay her a call?” said Percy, his eyes brightening. “You would get to see her, and then you could invite her somewhere else.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stared at his brother. “That is a wonderful idea. Why didn’t I think of it? If I call at her residence, then she is bound by etiquette to receive me.” His eyes shone. “You are a genius, brother of mine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy grinned, blushing. “I don’t know about a genius … but I must say, I am chuffed that you think I had a good idea. Usually it is the other way around, with me asking you for advice.” He stared at his brother. “You really admire her, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian nodded slowly. “I do, Percy. More and more with each passing day. I can barely explain it … the only thing I can liken it to is the onset of a fever.” He frowned, trying to explain. “It starts off slowly, and then it creeps up on you, until you are almost delirious with it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy gaped at him. “That is almost exactly how I have felt about Miss Drake.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian walked up to him. “Then we must make sure that you have ample opportunity to speak with her tonight, Percy. If Mother has placed me next to her at the dining table, I will seize a moment to change the place cards around when no one is looking. By the time we come in to be seated, it will be too late.” He grinned. “Mother will not dare to make a fuss in front of her precious guests, and I will wear her anger afterwards, on your behalf.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy shook his head in admiration. “You are brilliant. If you decide to pass up the dukedom, I swear a life as a criminal mastermind awaits you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian laughed aloud. “I thought I was becoming a court jester if I passed up the dukedom?” He clapped his brother on the back. “Come on, brother. Let’s get this evening started.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stepped out of the carriage, staring back at the imposing gates of the manor before slowly turning to stare at the stone façade. Acton House on Piccadilly. It was located at the opposite end of the street from his family’s establishment. If he had wanted to he could have walked to it within fifteen minutes. But it would not do, of course, for a gentleman of his rank to walk to a grand house and tap on the gates for entry like a street urchin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His eyes swept over the house. It was grand. Far grander than most of the townhouses the ton rented for the London season. The Earl of Montgomery obviously had vast wealth and wasn’t afraid to show it. Acton House was almost as impressive as his own family’s London residence, and that was saying something. Millington House was one of the grandest manor houses in London – almost on a par with a palace, as befitted a duke as grand as his father. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The large front door opened and the butler emerged. Sebastian waited for the man to walk down the steps to him, before he handed over his calling card. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Marquis of Wharton,” he said crisply, trying to smother his anxiety. “To see the Lady Charlotte Lumley.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The butler bowed slightly. “Yes, my lord. Please follow me into the drawing room and I shall inform the lady of your presence.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He followed the butler through the house, passing through a grand entrance with green marble floor and high stained-glass windows. An impressive circular staircase rose from the middle of it to the upper level. Sebastian stared at the gilt framed paintings on the walls as they walked down the hallway. Most were portraits, probably of family members from bygone eras judging by the old-fashioned clothes and wigs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was something different, however, tucked away towards the end of the hallway. A painting of an imposing horse, staring straight out of the frame, its dark eyes challenging. The artist had rendered the chestnut coat so well that he felt he could almost reach out a hand and stroke it. The horse was set against a backdrop of green fields and a perfect blue sky. In the far distance, on a hill, was an impressive manor house. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian leaned closer, staring at the painting. “Who is the artist?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The butler cleared his throat. “That is the work of the Lady Charlotte, my lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “By Jove,” said Sebastian, running his eye over it again. “She has a deft hand. I did not realise she had such talent.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They continued on their way until they reached the drawing room. The butler led him to an upholstered armchair by the fire, and then left him alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stood up, quickly pacing the floor. His hands were slick with sweat. Now that he was here, he half regretted his decision to impulsively call on her. He had done it first thing, before he could talk himself out of it, emboldened by the conversation with Percy the previous evening. But his courage was starting to wane every minute he was alone in this drawing room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stared around. It was impeccably furnished, as he had expected it would be, the quality apparent in every carefully selected piece. The walls were painted in a muted apple green, with silk lining. A decent sized chandelier dropped from the ceiling rose centrepiece, the detail picked out in gold paint. It was opulent but tasteful. The countess obviously had an eye for such things. He knew many families where wealth was no object when it came time to furnish a house but only managed to swamp a space, overloading it with expensive furniture and paraphernalia. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was quality, but it was understated. A little like the Lady Charlotte herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He reached down and picked up a small ornament, a Dresden china figurine, turning it over in his hand. How would she react when she came through the door? Would she be pleased to see him, or would she think him forward to arrive impulsively on her doorstep? Perhaps he should have sent a letter instead, asking for a suitable time. Yes, he thought, placing the ornament back in its spot, that’s what he should have done. His heart started to beat faster. Had he made a major faux pas? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stared at the door with hammering heart and sweaty hands, feeling an impulse to bolt and run back down the hallway. He shouldn’t have come here. She would think him too eager and desperate. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Just when he was seriously thinking of doing it, and hang the consequences, the door opened. Sebastian turned in anticipation, straightening his jacket. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His smile slowly faded. It wasn’t Charlotte. Instead, her brother George stood there, staring at him curiously. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My lord,” he said, strolling into the room and bowing. “This is a surprise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Castlereagh.” He was sure that the disappointment was etched in his face. “I do apologise for barging into your house without an appointment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not at all, not at all,” said George. “It is a pleasure. Please, come and sit down. I have ordered tea and refreshments. They should be along shortly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They sat opposite each other, on the matching armchairs near the fireplace. At that moment a maid entered, bearing a silver tray. She placed it down, picking up two china teacups, and started pouring from the large silver teapot. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Milk, my lord?” she asked, staring directly at Sebastian. “Or lemon?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just some lemon,” he answered slowly. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She brought the cups on saucers over, along with a plate of macaroons, placing them on the small table in front of them. Then she curtseyed and left the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian picked up his teacup, sipping the hot liquid. He saw that his hand was shaking ever so slightly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A fine house you have here,” he said, to break the silence. “Very impressive.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” said George, sipping his own tea. “My parents are very proud of it. We keep it running throughout the year, even when we are not in residence. It retains its own staff for that purpose.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian nodded. “It is the same with my own family’s manor.” He put down the teacup. “Castlereagh, as impressive as your house is, I didn’t come here to talk of architecture. I asked to see your sister, Lady Charlotte. Is she not at home?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George reddened slightly. “I am not sure how to tell you this, my lord,” he said slowly. “And must I add, please do not shoot the messenger. My sister Charlotte is home, but I am afraid that she does not wish to see you. I tried to persuade her, but she was adamant on the matter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian flushed angrily. “She is here? Yet she will not speak with me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George nodded, his eyes fearful. “That is correct.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stood up, feeling a vein throbbing in his temple. “Then I must bid you good day, Castlereagh. I see that I was mistaken in coming here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George looked alarmed. “Please, my lord, finish your tea …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But Sebastian bowed stiffly, striding to the door. He walked back down the hallway towards the entrance, letting himself out of the house. The carriage was waiting for him, just down the driveway. He climbed into it. “Home,” he cried to the driver. “No, wait. On second thoughts, take me to the gambling house on Bond Street.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stared back at the house. His blood was boiling. Then he saw a lace curtain twitching in an upstairs window. He raised his eyes, staring at it hard. Was it her? Was she staring out of the window, making sure that he was leaving? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He rapped on the carriage roof, hard. “Drive on,” he cried. The driver cracked the whip, and they were away, down Piccadilly. He stared out at the street without seeing anything. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had never been treated so cavalierly in his life. He didn’t know what he had been thinking when he had decided it was a good idea to visit her. The Lady Charlotte had shown her true colours. This strange infatuation was finally done. He felt as though he had just stepped out of a thick fog and suddenly seen the light again. He took a deep breath, vowing to forget about her entirely. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Percy strode eagerly along the long hallway toward the drawing room. On impulse, he veered left, taking a detour to the gardens at the back of Millington House. The rose garden was in full bloom. He stared in confusion at the flowers, scratching his head. What colour would she prefer? He really had no idea. All this courtly romance stuff was new to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His eyes narrowed, staring at the rose bushes with confusion. Deep vermillion red. Pale pearly pink. Snow white. One bush had flowers the colour of a ripe peach. He smiled slowly. Yes, that would be perfect. He had seen her wearing a gown of almost the exact shade. He reached out, tearing off a bloom, yelping as a thorn snagged his hand, drawing blood. Damnation, he thought, watching the blood drip onto his black breeches. At least it hadn’t fallen on his fresh white shirt – that would have been a disaster. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose in hand, he went back inside, continuing his path. He was on a mission. Miss Drake was in that drawing room and he was resolved to speak to her, and tell her at long last how he felt about her. His courage was up, and he needed to do it before it started flagging. The detour to the garden to pick her a rose was an inspired touch, he thought. He could go down on bended knee, and present it to her, telling her that even though the rose was beautiful, it could not match her sweet perfection. She would like that, wouldn’t she? Ladies all loved roses and poetic words, didn’t they? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was almost there. But he pulled up short when he heard voices talking within. The door was slightly ajar, so he could hear clearly what they were saying. His heart sank. Miss Drake wasn’t alone. The other voice was that of her mother, Lady Hastings. A truly terrifying woman, with her large girth and booming voice. If she wasn’t monopolising conversations, she interrupted them, and she often talked over her daughter. It irritated Percy to the extreme. But he was too scared of her to pull her up for it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His heart sank further. If her mother was with her, they must be waiting for the duchess. It couldn’t be Sebastian. He had disappeared early, as he did most days now since he had taken his advice and called on Lady Charlotte. Percy had tried to ask him about how the impromptu visit had panned out, but Sebastian was surly and snarly, barely talking civilly to anyone.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Obviously, Lady Charlotte hadn’t welcomed him with open arms into her home, thought Percy. It was the only explanation for his brother’s moodiness. Percy had decided to give him a wide berth, like you would an angry hedgehog who was baring its quills. He never messed with them, and he never messed with his brother either when he was in one his moods. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stared at the rose in his hand. What should he do? But at that moment he heard Lady Hastings hiss at her daughter, quite menacingly. He leaned closer to the door, straining to hear. It wasn’t gentlemanly to eavesdrop, but he couldn’t help himself.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will keep trying,” Lady Hastings was saying. “I do not care if he appears indifferent to you, Alicia! These things take time. It is rather like tackling a large, intricate embroidery. Every small stitch you make goes towards completing the bigger picture. That is how you must approach this task, my girl.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Mama.” Alicia’s voice was weary. “I have tried everything to make him like me. But he still looks at me as if I am simply intolerable and he cannot wait to get away from me. It is dispiriting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy heard heavy footsteps and realised Lady Hastings was walking closer to her daughter. The woman had the tread of a baby elephant, he thought. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We have discussed this so many times,” said Lady Hastings, snorting like a bull. “It is your responsibility to marry well, for all our sakes. Alicia, you know our precarious financial situation. A marriage with the Duke of Richley’s eldest son would secure the future of your family.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia sighed heavily. “Of course I know of it,” she said slowly. “It is all I have heard talk of for the past three years of my life. I must marry well and save my family from imminent ruin …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hastings gasped. “Our proud family name dragged through the mud. We would lose our ancestral home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know.” Alicia’s voice was weary. “But why does it have to be him? There are many other wealthy gentlemen in London. Many who think me charming and gaze at me with admiration. Why must I pursue the marquis, when he plainly does not like me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hastings sighed. “He is the heir, Alicia. Not only is he extremely wealthy, he will become a duke one day.” She sighed again. “Think of it, my precious. Picture it. You will be a duchess. The grandest title a lady can achieve, save for becoming a princess.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would have as much luck trying to become a princess,” said Alicia tartly. “I might as well try to ensnare Prince Edward as the Marquis of Wharton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alicia!” Her mother’s voice was sharp. “You are being impertinent. I will not tolerate it. You must try harder, that is all. If he mentions books he likes, tell me, and I will procure copies so you may read them. If he mentions music he likes, you should learn how to play the piece …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It sounded as though Alicia choked back a sob. “I do not care for the books he likes. Nor am I an accomplished enough pianist to play the complex pieces he admires. Mama, we are ill suited. Why can’t you see that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ill-suited?” Her mother’s voice was shrill. “How can that be? You are a lady, he is a gentleman. Do you think your father and I were as matching as a pair of turtle doves when we first joined in holy matrimony? No! But we grew together over the years, as most do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What about love?” Alicia’s voice was low. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Love?” Lady Hastings was scornful. “Love is a notion invented by poets and painters. We are aristocrats, Alicia. Perhaps the lower classes can choose their partners based around such a flimsy, transient emotion, but we cannot. We must marry skilfully, and well. Love does not come into it, and you would do well to get that idea out of your head entirely.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mama,” whispered Alicia. She sounded defeated, as if she had already known the outcome of the conversation. “You are correct, as always.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama knows best,” said Lady Hastings. “And you deserve only the very best, my precious.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy had heard enough. He was so angry at Lady Hastings that it took all his willpower not to storm into the room and scold her soundly. He had suspected, of course, that she was the motivating force behind Alicia’s determined pursuit of his brother. So had Sebastian. But he had not realised the extent of it. This cold-blooded, single-minded pursuit of Sebastian was all Lady Hastings’ idea. Alicia did not want it at all. She was being forced to by her mother. Lady Hastings was like a jockey whipping a flagging horse, thought Percy despondently. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He backed away sadly, drifting down the hallway. His mother had been delayed, but she would be here soon and he didn’t want to have to explain why he was loitering in the hallway, eavesdropping on guests. But as he tiptoed back down the hallway, his eyes registered something. Her scarf was lying on the hallstand. He hesitated for a moment, then lay the rose on top of it. When she came to collect it, the rose would be waiting for her. He couldn’t give it to her himself, but she should have it. It had been picked just for her, after all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had another gift for her, waiting in his room. Unlike the rose, this one had been planned for a while. A necklace designed just for her by one of the best goldsmiths in London. He didn’t know why he had done it, only that he had been compelled to. But, as with the rose, he couldn’t give it to her openly. He must find another way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy dipped his spoon into the blancmange, desultorily scooping up the jellified liquid, then tipping it back into the bowl. He was so nervous he couldn’t focus on eating and didn’t know how he had got through the previous courses. He stared around the grand table at the family and guests his mother had assembled for one of her interminable dinner parties. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His father was presiding over the whole affair at the top of the table, as always. A large man with a bulky physique, he was elaborately dressed – as always – but he looked as though he’d been stuffed into his blue dinner jacket tonight. Had his mother insisted he wear it, even though it was obviously too tight? His father’s complexion was always florid, but tonight he was glowing, as if lit from within. He was wearing his usual powdered wig, despite it no longer being fashionable, and it had tilted slightly, giving him a slightly dishevelled air. His face was grimly set as he mechanically spooned the blancmange into his mouth. He didn’t look happy and had barely spoken a word the whole evening. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At the opposite end of the table sat the duchess, blissfully unaware as always that her guests were not having the time of their lives. She alone seemed perfectly satisfied with the evening. She was impeccably coiffed, as always. She had dispensed with her mob cap this evening. Tight greying red curls rested on her forehead beneath her blue headband, with the rest of her hair piled high above it. Her blue chiffon gown matched perfectly, of course, and the diamond necklace she wore offset the outfit perfectly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy’s eyes slid to his brother, sitting opposite him. Sebastian didn’t look happy either. His brother’s dark eyes flashed with irritation whenever Miss Drake, seated beside him as always, asked him a question. But he answered politely enough. Sebastian had been well schooled, of course, and even if he was suffering an apoplexy Percy rather thought he would try to maintain decorum. He was going to be the Duke of Richley one day, after all. But the strain of it seemed to be testing even his brother’s patience this evening. Was he still mooning over the elusive Lady Charlotte? It rather seemed he was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy couldn’t help it. Like a sunflower seeking the sun, his gaze rested on Miss Drake. Alicia. He turned the syllables of her name over in his mind. She looked even more stunning tonight, if that was possible. The magenta silk gown suited her peaches and cream complexion and brought out the blue of her eyes. Her golden hair was piled atop her head, secured with a diamond pin, with loose ringlets framing her face. She felt his gaze on her and raised her head, smiling politely, but then turned back to Sebastian. Percy’s heart seized. He knew now that she was only doing the duty her mother had forced upon her, but it still rankled that all her smiles and words were for his brother, not him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His hand slowly strayed to the pocket of his dinner jacket, touching the necklace coiled like a snake at the bottom of it. He had decided that he must do it tonight. He couldn’t put it off any longer. Since the day he had overheard Alicia’s fraught conversation with her mother in their drawing room the necklace had been tormenting him with its presence. He knew he couldn’t give it to her openly – she would politely refuse it. But give it to her he must. If he couldn’t declare his admiration for her openly, he must seize any opportunity he could to do it covertly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But how? He remembered her reticule, a small beaded bag, lying on the hallway table. She had placed it there when the guests had left the drawing room and proceeded to the dining room. He knew she would retrieve it when the ladies drifted back into the drawing room after dinner was over. He knew that a lady didn’t like to be without her reticule for very long. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy’s heart started to beat a little faster. He must get to the bag before she retrieved it. He knew how he was going to do it now. The gentlemen always excused themselves after the dinner was over, retiring to the study for cigars and brandy. The duke prided himself on his collection of cigars and his finest French brandy and was always eager for the dinner to end so he could indulge himself. He would have his chance then – when the gentlemen left for the study, but before the ladies left the table for the drawing room.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Percy,” his mother said sharply, causing him to jump. “You are rather away with the fairies this evening. What on earth is the matter with you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy felt beads of sweat breaking out on his forehead. “Why, nothing at all, Mother.” He improvised quickly. “I was just thinking how wonderful the dessert is, and indeed the whole meal. I declare that Cook deserves praise for all her efforts tonight.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed.” The duchess raised her eyebrows. “You’ve never taken the least interest in Cook’s culinary delights before.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hastings, seated next to Percy, nodded vigorously. “A superlative meal, as always, your grace. I declare that our own cook should take lessons from yours.” Her head swivelled towards her daughter. “Don’t you agree, my precious?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia looked a little startled. “Oh, yes, I suppose that would be a good plan …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hastings turned back to the duchess. “Madam, perhaps you could advise my daughter on the intricacies of menu planning this evening? I fear she is still ignorant of a lot of what is required of a married lady who sets up her own establishment, and it would greatly benefit her to learn from such an esteemed personage as yourself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duchess preened a little. “I would be delighted, Lady Hastings.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duke cleared his throat, staring at his wife. “Perhaps you ladies could leave that scintillating conversation until after the gentlemen have left, my dear?” He threw his napkin on the table. “And on that note, gentlemen, I believe it is time to retire to the study.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The gentlemen stood up at the duke’s command, bowing to the ladies, following him out of the room and down the long hallway towards the study. Percy trailed behind, making sure the others were well ahead of him. He only had a few moments before the ladies would rise from the table and start making their way to the drawing room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But Sebastian stopped just past the hallway table, staring back at him. “What is it, old fellow?” he called. “Not keen for a brandy tonight?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy forced a smile onto his face. “I just remembered … I forgot a handkerchief, and I have a damnable sniffle.” He sniffed dramatically. “I might just duck up to my rooms and get one. I will see you in the study in five minutes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian looked puzzled but shrugged. “As you wish, brother. We wouldn’t want you sniffling into the tumblers and spoiling the brandy, would we?”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy laughed. “No, indeed.” He doubled back, making out that he was about to race up the stairway. Sebastian kept walking. Percy waited until he was sure that all the gentlemen were gone, then he quickly ran to the hallway table, his eyes scanning it for Alicia’s bag amongst the others lying on the table. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There it was. A small white lace bag, embellished with netting and embroidered with silk floss, covered with tiny glass beads. The bag was a frippery that all the ladies loved and would never be seen without. Percy knew it would contain a handkerchief, calling cards, and perhaps smelling salts if Miss Drake was susceptible to the vapours.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He reached into his pocket and withdrew the necklace. The candlelight on the table caused it to sparkle for a moment in his hand. He stared down at it, hoping that she would like it. It had cost him a small fortune, being made from the finest gold with a single diamond hanging from the chain. However, it was a simple enough design. He could almost see it around her swan-like neck, the diamond nestling in her bosom …  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He heard footsteps and the sound of ladies chatting. They were on the move. He didn’t have time to be standing here imagining her wearing it, like a simpleton. Quickly he dropped it into her bag, placing it back on the table where it had lain. Then with a beating heart he scurried down the hallway towards the study. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Miss Alicia Drake smiled smugly to herself as she stepped down from the carriage, following her mother onto the pavement outside the dressmaker’s where they had pulled up. Her hand strayed to her throat, making sure that the necklace was still there. Her mother had insisted that she wear it, of course, since they were visiting Millington House this afternoon after their shopping on Bond Street. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hastings turned, staring at her daughter appraisingly. “Alicia, I think that Martha was a little heavy handed applying your rouge this morning.” She sighed heavily. “How many times must I tell you that a lady needs just a rosy glow? If you start to wear much more, I fear you shall be mistaken for one of the tarts that frequent this street after hours.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia reddened a little. “I always instruct Martha to only apply the merest suggestion, Mama. I do not think that anyone could mistake me for a tart.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But Lady Hastings had already turned towards the street, sighing impatiently. “Tell the girl to hurry up, will you? We can’t wait all day. We have a lot to do, and we need to leave by two promptly if we are to make it to Millington House for afternoon tea. We cannot keep the duchess waiting.” She swept away into the store. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia sighed, turning back to the carriage where the maid was disembarking. “Do hurry, Martha. Mama is on the warpath and I shall never hear the end of it if we do not get to all the shops on her list. And she needs you to carry the parcels.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, madam,” said the girl, scurrying towards her, eyes as round as saucers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia glanced at the maid. Martha was a sweet girl, but rather like a timid mouse, always quaking with nerves whenever she was spoken to sharply. When she was the duchess, she would make sure that all her lady’s maids were made of sterner stuff. One of the many advantages of being in such a privileged position was you could pick and choose the best servants. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As they entered the shop and started browsing the materials, Alicia touched the necklace again. It was fast becoming her good luck charm. She still couldn’t believe the moment she had reached into her reticule when she had got home after dinner at Millington House two nights earlier, searching for her handkerchief, and she had discovered it nestling at the bottom. She had pulled it out, staring at it in disbelief. How had this exquisite thing ended up in her bag? Had one of the other ladies at the dinner party placed it there, mistaking her bag for their own? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But then she had smiled. There could only be one explanation. The Marquis of Wharton had placed it in there, as a secret gift. Just like he had placed that beautiful peach rose on top of her scarf the other day. She had been astounded by that too. It seemed her mother’s plan of attack was finally working. Even though he outwardly remained the same towards her, he must be starting to admire her. She had fled to her mother, the necklace clutched in her hand like a prize. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hastings had stared at it avidly. “Look at the workmanship, Alicia! This has been made by one of the finest goldsmiths. It would not have been cheap. And the marquis had it made especially for you, my precious!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia had never felt so triumphant. “He must admire me, Mama, mustn’t he? Even though he still acts as if he does not want to converse with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hastings’ eyes shone like diamonds. “Indeed he does, my sweet. Do not take any notice of his manner towards you. Gentlemen often play it very cool. Perhaps he does not want to overwhelm you with declarations yet. This gift, as well as the flower, tell us that he admires you unreservedly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia had gripped the necklace tighter. “I simply cannot believe it, Mama.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hastings sighed, staring at her daughter. “I believe it, Alicia. I always knew you were destined for greatness and would find a way to win his heart. I always knew you could not have been born so lovely for nothing.” She had smiled triumphantly. “You shall be the next Duchess of Richley. You shall have all the ton scraping at your feet, and our noble family and our home shall be preserved.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother approached her now, interrupting her reverie of that wondrous night when she had felt that all her hard work to impress the marquis was finally bearing fruit. Behind her walked Miss Thorne, the dressmaker, dressed in crisp grey muslin as always. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am ordering six new gowns for you,” said Lady Hastings, staring at her. “We must capitalise on recent events. I am thinking two morning gowns, two afternoon, and two evening.” She turned to the dressmaker. “Only the finest French materials, Miss Thorne, and the very latest designs, please. I want my daughter to make a statement, while still being appropriately modest.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia frowned, biting her lip. How was her father going to afford six new gowns? He was already grumbling about his wife’s lavish spending since they had been in London. Her mother, of course, had told him that it was all an investment. If he wanted their daughter to marry well, they had to impress, didn’t they? But even though Alicia understood that, there was only so much money to go around. Things were difficult for her family. That was the whole reason her mother had decided they must aim for the marquis. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Alicia stared at her mother, she was forced to admit that it wasn’t the only reason for her mother’s single-mindedness when it came to the marquis. Lady Hastings was ambitious as well as money hungry. She wanted her only child to become a duchess. Otherwise she could have pursued other gentlemen who had similar wealth to the marquis but weren’t as prestigious. She might have even contemplated Lord Percy, the younger son. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia thought of him now. His admiration of her was so obvious as to be as plain as the nose on her face. She had tried to discourage him, but lately she had succumbed to his charm, letting him chat with her. She liked him, and moreover he seemed to genuinely like her, making her laugh. He was just as handsome and rich as his brother. But she knew that her mother would never entertain the notion. Lord Percy was not the son and heir. He would never become the Duke of Richley, unless his brother died, of course. But Alicia couldn’t see that happening. The marquis was hardly sickly. In fact, he was the picture of robust health. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sighed now. It was no use. Her mother was convinced they needed the new gowns and she was tenacious when she wanted something. Alicia had learnt that the hard way. If she wanted to catch a man who was going to become a duke, she had to be bedecked like a duchess. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Mama,” she said slowly. “I will defer to Miss Thorne’s expert opinion about what is required.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother smiled. “Of course you will, my dearest. Of course you will.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were longer in the dressmakers than they intended, and Lady Hastings was in a fluster when they finally left, her heavy bosom heaving as she stared up and down the street. Then she turned to Alicia. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We are running late,” she said crisply. “I shall go to the tailor’s for your father’s new cravats by myself. You are to go to the haberdashery and purchase the ribbons that I ordered. Martha shall accompany you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia nodded. “As you wish, Mama.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hastings was already walking down the street. “But do not linger over the silk stockings as you are wont to do, Alicia. I shall meet you in the carriage in fifteen minutes precisely.” She scuttled off, the white lace of her train trailing along the cobblestones. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia set off towards the haberdashery with Martha behind her. She was about to enter the store when she glanced down the street. A gentleman was alighting from a carriage. She frowned, trying to see him clearly. Then she slowly smiled. It was the marquis, dressed smartly as always. He gazed up and down the street, and then started slightly when he saw her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia’s smile widened. She must approach him, mustn’t she? He had seen her. She touched the necklace once again. It was time to acknowledge what he had given her. The gift of the necklace was a bold declaration of his admiration, after all. She couldn’t pretend that she hadn’t received it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come on, Martha,” she whispered to the maid. “The haberdashery can wait. My mother shall understand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The maid nodded quickly, and they set off, towards him. Alicia’s heart was thumping so wildly that she could barely hear herself think. This was it, she thought. Finally, he might see fit to stop this pretence that he was indifferent to her, and things could start moving along towards a swifter conclusion. A courtship, then an engagement, and finally a wedding …   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath. Yes, it was finally happening, just as her mother had always told her it would. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He bowed politely. “Miss Drake. It is a pleasure.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She curtseyed, smiling at him as prettily as she could. “My lord, the pleasure is all mine.” She touched the necklace, inviting him to comment on it, but his dark eyes drifted distractedly down the street, as if he were searching for someone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia frowned slightly. Why wasn’t he acknowledging the gift? It was plain that she was wearing it. Perhaps he was embarrassed? But why should he be? She stared at him, momentarily at a loss. Should she follow suit and not mention it? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly, she felt a flash of irritation. This was intolerable. She had spent weeks pursuing him at her mother’s instruction, with no result. He seemed to be completely indifferent to her, even actively avoiding her on occasion. She had never experienced anything like it in her life. Usually, men fawned over her, entranced by her beauty. But not the marquis. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now, he had changed. The rose and then the necklace told her that he wished to make his admiration public. Yet he was still standing here pretending to ignore her. Alicia took a deep breath. She wanted things to move on between them and if he was still too coy, then she wasn’t. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My lord,” she said quickly. “You did not have to go to so much trouble and cost to give me such an exquisite gift as the necklace.” He gazed at her, his eyebrows drawn together questioningly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, Miss Drake?” He kept gazing at her as if she had taken leave of her senses entirely. “Your necklace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lord,” she said, her voice a little less certain. “The necklace which you so charmingly left in my bag when we dined at Millington House two nights ago.” She hesitated. “The rose you gave me was sufficient, my lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Sebastian resumed his stare up and down the street. “I am afraid that I do not understand, madam. I have not given you any such things.” He gazed at her, his green eyes snapping. “Perhaps it was my brother Percy. I know he has visited the goldsmith in the last week. I rather think you should be thanking him for your unexpected gifts.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia stared at him, dumbfounded. What was he saying? That he hadn’t given her the necklace or the rose, but that his brother Percy may have? Was he teasing her? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He drew a deep breath. “If you will excuse me, Miss Drake, I have an appointment. It was charming to converse with you, as always.” He bowed quickly, then strode down the street without a backward glance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia stared after him, rooted to the spot. People stared at her curiously as they walked past her. She felt her fists start to clench, and then the reality of it came crashing down on her, as though the bricks of the shop she was standing in front of had decided to suddenly fall. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He hadn’t given her the necklace. Or the rose. He was indifferent to her, just as she had always known. Why had she assumed that he had done it? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But she knew the answer. She had wanted the rose and the necklace to be from him. She had wanted it so badly, to please her mother, that she had chosen to ignore that for the short time she had known him he had never gazed on her with admiration, let alone talked tenderly to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Madam?” Martha’s timid voice seemed to reach her from a great distance. “We should go to the haberdashery. Your lady mother shan’t be happy if we do not do as she asks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia spun around, glaring at the maid. The girl shrunk back, as if she had been struck. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not need to be instructed as to what I must do, Martha,” she hissed, through gritted teeth. “I am well aware of what my mother requires me to do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, madam,” said the maid, in a small voice, eyes wide. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But at that moment they both saw Lady Hastings striding towards them. She was frowning. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Oh Lord, thought Alicia, taking a deep breath. She was going to have to tell her that the necklace and the rose hadn’t been gifts from the marquis after all. If she was so bitterly disappointed, how was her mother going to react? Yet she had to do it. She had to do it quickly. Rather like taking a bitter draught, she thought. You had to down it in one, before the taste overwhelmed you. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hastings reached them, staring at Martha. “Why are you not carrying a parcel? Did they not have the ribbons I wanted?” She spun around, glaring at her daughter. “I have been waiting in the carriage for five minutes, Alicia.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia took a deep breath. She would tell her in the carriage, on the way to Millington House. When she was seated and calm. It would not do to tell her in the street. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A surge of anger flashed through her, jostling her disappointment aside. Lord Percy. He was the reason for this upset. She was going to give him a piece of her mind and tell him that it must stop. The wide-eyed sheepish looks, his eagerness to talk to her, was too much. Even his brother had noticed it. That was why he had suggested that it was Percy who had given her the gifts. Percy’s admiration was so blatant that it was putting off Lord Sebastian, she thought. He was very fond of his younger brother, after all, and would not want to encroach on his feelings. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We were delayed,” she said to her mother sharply. “I shall explain all in the carriage, Mama. We shall have to leave the ribbons for another day if we are to get to Millington House on time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia wandered down the garden path at Millington House, gazing at the rose bushes in full bloom. Her face burned as she saw the bush with pale peach roses. That was where he must have got it from, she thought furiously. She was going to tell him exactly what he could do the next time he had such an inclination. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It hadn’t been easy to ditch her mother, who was still stuffing her face with scones in the drawing room. Lady Hastings was reluctant for her to leave the room while the duchess was entertaining them. But Alicia had pleaded faintness, saying she needed air and that a walk in the garden would revive her. Her mother had given in eventually but insisted that Martha accompany her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “In case you suddenly swoon,” said Lady Hastings, sipping her tea. “But come back directly, Alicia, as soon as your turn around the garden is complete.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia had nodded, eager to get away and confront Lord Percy. She had spotted him lounging in the garden, reading a newspaper, when they had first entered the house. She then had to endure ten minutes of small talk with the duchess before she could safely excuse herself. She had lost courage in the carriage ride and still hadn’t told her mother. But she knew she couldn’t delay it indefinitely. One thing she could add when she finally did was that she had dealt with the situation. It might make her mother less angry – or so she hoped. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She glanced around anxiously. Had he left? But then she spotted him in the distance. He wasn’t reading anymore. Instead, he was standing in front of the large water fountain in the centre of the garden, staring at it as though he had never seen it before in his life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come on, Martha,” she hissed at the maid. “I have something to do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She strode off without waiting for a reply. She could hear the maid struggling to keep up behind her. Let her run, she thought angrily. She wasn’t waiting for anyone. She had to confront him, before he escaped. She was going to end this, once and for all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He jumped violently when she approached, gazing at her as though she had suddenly fallen from the sky. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Drake!” His voice was almost a squeak. “I did not hear you approach …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia gazed at him witheringly. “Really, Lord Percy? I thought that I was rather stomping like a horse down the path.” She paused. “I am afraid that we need to talk.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He gazed at her in astonishment, reddening slightly. “You wish to talk with me?” His gaze drifted towards the necklace, still hanging around her neck. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s true, thought Alicia furiously. He did give it to her. His eyes betrayed him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How could you?” she hissed, staring at him. “I thought the necklace was a gift from the marquis! I thanked him for it and he told me that I was quite mistaken, and that perhaps it had come from you.” She took a deep, shuddering breath. “You have made me look ridiculous in his eyes, sir. Why would you think it was a good idea to give me such a gift?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy gaped at her. “It was never my intention to make you look ridiculous, Miss Drake. Quite the opposite.” He paused. “I am sorry that you thought the gift came from my brother, and that you felt foolish and exposed when you thanked him for it …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I did!” Alicia had reddened in anger. “You gave me the rose as well, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy nodded slowly. “Yes. I knew you would never accept them from me if I offered them to you. But I had to show how much I admire you, Miss Drake, or else go mad.” He took a deep breath. Alicia could see that his chest was heaving. “I have seen the way that you look at me,” he continued slowly. “Against your will. I know that you have enjoyed our conversations as much as I have.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia gaped at him. “Just because I have been polite to speak with you, sir, does not mean that I am receptive to gifts of this nature from you, or think fondly of you in any way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You lie,” he said, gazing at her. “I know you are lying. I know it is your mother who forces you to pursue my brother, against your will.” He paused. “It is true that he will be the duke one day, and I am only the younger son, who will never inherit the title. But I am just as wealthy as Sebastian, and I can provide you with anything your heart desires if you wed me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia was so flabbergasted she could barely speak. Had he just asked her to marry him? This was all happening so quickly her head was spinning. Only this morning she had thought she had finally had a breakthrough with the marquis and that she might confidently expect to be his wife. Now, it was all topsy-turvy. The gifts had not come from Lord Sebastian, but his younger brother, who was now declaring himself to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stared at him. He was earnest, she could see that, in the way he was gazing at her so beseechingly. Her heart stirred a little, against her will. Lord Percy was a decent man, and he was handsome, and rich. If things had been different, and she was able to choose her own suitor, he would almost certainly be her favourite. It was true that they got along very well. They were able to converse with ease. Much easier than when she conversed with his brother, who often acted as though horses were dragging words out of his mouth when he spoke to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please.” He stared at her beseechingly. “Does your heart not recognise when a gentleman is being sincere? Do the gifts not convince you of my undying admiration?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia kept staring at him. This was an almighty mess, as her father would say. She had never intended it. But now she must deal with it. Lord Percy was trembling with ardour as he gazed at her, and that must stop if she were to pursue the course her mother had set her on. He must not only stop admiring her but stay away from her. For good. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her hand strayed to the necklace and she ripped it off her neck, throwing it to the ground where it lay like a coiled snake between them. Percy stared down at it in horror, as if it were something living that she had killed. Then his eyes rose, and he gazed at her, still trembling. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will become the next Duchess of Richley,” she hissed, her eyes glittering. “Make no mistake about that, my lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He kept staring at her, then suddenly he was laughing. Furiously. Bitterly. Alicia stared at him, her mouth agape. Had he lost his senses entirely? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You over-reach,” he hissed back. “You think it is as simple a matter as setting your sights on my brother and he shall fall in a puddle at your feet? You think wrong, Miss Drake. You are not a stupid woman. You must have figured out by now that he does not seek out your company, nor does he enjoy it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia reddened. “The marquis does not know me well yet. But once we become better acquainted …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy snorted in derision. “Better acquainted? My mother and yours throw you both together at the slightest opportunity, and yet he still does not admire you.” He took a deep breath. “My brother confides in me and he has told me that he does not. It is another who has caught his eye, and it is another who makes his heart quicken and beat faster. It is not you, Miss Drake.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia felt as though he had stabbed her in the chest. She knew that what he said was true, about the marquis not admiring her. She had been telling her mother that for a long time. It didn’t matter how expensive her dress, how beautifully she did her hair, or how flirtatiously she smiled at him. He still gazed at her unmoved and at the first opportunity would turn away from her. She knew it, and yet hearing it stated so boldly was shocking. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy was still staring at her, a bitter, wild look on his face. He was desperate, thought Alicia, her heart thumping harder. He really did admire her – his regard was genuine. For another brief moment her heart lurched at the thought of how wonderful it would have been if she was able to court him instead of his brother. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She kept staring at him. Yes, he was desperate, and she knew that desperate men would say anything. But she also knew that he was telling the truth. He had told the truth about how the marquis didn’t admire her. He was also telling the truth that his brother admired someone else, and that she didn’t have a hope while that lady was in the picture. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her lips curled sourly. She knew who he was talking about. It could only be Lady Charlotte Lumley. The marquis sought her out at every opportunity. At Covent Garden, when she had been forced to endure that pompous opera and claim it was sublime, she had seen his eyes drift constantly to her family’s box. He had practically dragged her and her siblings to their picnic in Hyde Park and then didn’t take his eyes off her the whole time. At Vauxhall Gardens, he had accompanied Lady Charlotte on the Grand Walk, ignoring her and his own mother.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia’s heart beat faster. What did he see in her? She was a small, dark-haired mouse, completely bereft of charm and wit. Lady Charlotte was so serious, with her bookish opinions and polite manners. She wasn’t flirtatious in the least and she dressed like a frump, thought Alicia crossly. Her own mother spent a fortune on the latest gowns and accessories so that she would make an impression, and yet it appeared that Lady Charlotte Lumley was stealing the show. The only show that mattered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy stooped and picked up the necklace with a shaking hand. “I am sorry that this gift offends you so, Miss Drake,” he said, in a tight voice. “But I shall keep it, just for you. I shall put it in a special spot and one day I know that you will come to me and ask for it back. Along with my heart.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia put her hands to her ears, shaking her head. “I won’t hear another word of this,” she said quickly. “I won’t! Stay away from me. I have my own plans, and they do not involve you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She picked up the hem of her gown and, trembling violently, turned and ran away from him, back down the garden path. She could hear Martha struggling to keep up with her, but she didn’t turn her head. Not once.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She flew past the rose bushes, her eyes sliding to them, but she didn’t stop. The sight of the peach roses caused another pang in her heart and her eyes filled with tears. She wanted to weep. She wanted to run far away from this grand house, at the most exclusive address in London, and find some quiet spot and cry until she could cry no more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But it was impossible. There was no tranquil spot for her, not anywhere. Even her bedroom was constantly besieged by her mother. If Lady Hastings found her weeping, she would censure her soundly, telling her that she must not succumb to such weakness. Even when she had been a little girl her mother would not tolerate her crying. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stopped, suddenly, causing the maid to almost collide with her. She must pull herself together before she went back into that drawing room. Her chest heaving, she tried to catch her breath, thinking it through. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Charlotte Lumley. She was an impediment to everything. As soon as they left Millington House, she would find her courage and tell her mother everything. About how the necklace and the rose were not gifts from the marquis, but his brother. About how Lady Charlotte was the reason that the marquis wouldn’t open his heart to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia’s breathing started to regulate. There must be a way to get their plans back on track. Her mother would know what to do about Lady Charlotte. They would put their heads together and figure out a way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy clutched the necklace tightly in his hand, watching her run away. His heart was hammering and he could barely believe the confrontation that had just occurred. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His first impulse had been to pursue her, but then he had stopped himself, knowing that it would be pointless. Alicia had been shocked by his declaration, and she was angry. Angry that he had been so bold as to give her the gifts. Angry that she had been duped, thinking that they were from Sebastian. Her mother had brainwashed her so well that she couldn’t concede for a moment that she could make up her own mind about who courted her. All she could see was that he was spoiling all their carefully constructed plans. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He put the necklace in his pocket. He hadn’t wanted to confront her with it all, but she had taken him by surprise, and he had felt he had no choice but to show his hand. To reveal to her, at long last, how much he admired her. What had he been hoping? That she would suddenly realise that they were meant for each other, and say that she admired him too, and that she would stop this useless pursuit of his brother? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy took a deep breath. It had been too much to hope for, he realised that now. It had been too sudden, and she had panicked. He had meant it when he had said that he knew she liked him as well. Alicia didn’t care a jot for his brother. It was only about the money and the title. That was the whole sad awful thing about it all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was gone now. She had fled back to the safety of her mother, hiding beneath her skirts. The only thing he had accomplished by admitting his admiration for her was that she was now more determined than ever to ensnare his brother. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His eyes flickered uneasily. He shouldn’t have mentioned that Sebastian admired another. It had enraged her even more to hear that she had competition. At least he had not revealed the name of the lady that his brother was enamoured with, he thought hopefully. But then his heart sunk a little more. Alicia wasn’t stupid. A blind man could have seen the regard his brother held for Lady Charlotte, and Miss Drake was not blind. She had observed Sebastian with Lady Charlotte on quite a few occasions. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy walked back down the path slowly. It might all just blow over. Besides, Lady Charlotte wanted nothing to do with Sebastian anymore. His brother was broken-hearted, but there it was. Alicia couldn’t destroy something that was already broken, could she? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte adjusted her parasol, breathing in the fresh air. It felt so good to be out walking, after being house-bound for so long. The only time she had left Acton House in the past month was to attend Aunt Eliza’s funeral, and she still hadn’t been well then. Very far from well. But now she was recovered enough to take the air in Hyde Park, for just a little while. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stopped for a moment, gazing out over the river. It glimmered in the early morning sunshine and she could see ducks and swans gliding over it serenely. How beautiful it was, to be in nature. Her heart seized for a moment, thinking of the woods and fields around Cranwick Manor. How much longer must they stay in London before she could finally breathe the sweet Devonshire air again and put this whole mess behind her? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana, who was walking just slightly ahead, stopped, gazing back at her. “Dearest. Are you feeling weak?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled faintly. “No, Di. I am feeling better than I have in a very long time.” She paused, still staring over the water. “I was just thinking how wonderful it is to be in nature. The house was hemming me in, I must admit.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George, who had also stopped, grinned. “I should say so, Lottie. You’ve barely stepped out of it in a month or more.” He paused, his eyes sharp as they considered her. “You are very pale, sister. The sunlight will do you a world of good.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sighed, nodding. “It is doing me the world of good. I almost feel like I could pick up the hem of my gown and sprint down the path.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t do that, old girl,” said George, his grin widening. “What do they say about running before you start walking …?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana nodded. “Baby steps, Charlotte. You are so much improved, but you don’t want to overtax yourself.” Her eyes rested on her sister. “How are the tremors now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Better,” replied Charlotte, adjusting her long white gloves. “But not gone. However, Dulcie’s idea to wear these longer gloves to disguise them was brilliant.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana’s eyes rested on her arms. “It was. You can barely discern the tremors at all anymore. And I know that means so much to you, dearest, even though we do not care.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sighed, staring back over the water. “I know you and George do not care, Di. But the world will judge me, and that makes me feel self-conscious. At least wearing the gloves, I can come out and not feel like I am being watched and found wanting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They resumed their walk, following the path closely along the river. Charlotte sighed again, thinking of the past month and the trials it had brought. The sudden passing of Aunt Eliza and her own violent relapse. She had been so melancholy with it that for the first few weeks she had barely left her bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She gazed at a pair of brown feathered ducks frolicking in the water. The melancholy had slowly passed and she had regained her strength again. Little by little she had got better. She had resumed painting, and playing the piano, although she still had to rest in the afternoons at first. For the past week she had been up and about the whole day, and two days ago she had suddenly become restless. She had to get out of the house before she went quite mad. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That was why they were walking in Hyde Park now. Her parents had been concerned, as had George and Diana, but she was determined. It would only be a short walk, after all. They would turn back soon, to where the carriage was waiting for them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Just a little longer, thought Charlotte. But then she looked up and recognised something. It was the knoll where Lord Sebastian had been picnicking with his family and guests all those weeks ago. That sunny day when he had suddenly appeared as if from nowhere, beseeching them all to join them, and had then spent the time gazing at her as though he had never seen anything more beautiful in his life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stopped, staring at the spot, her heart clenching at the memory. It seemed so long ago, now – almost a lifetime. As if a different woman had walked over the knoll and sat down on the picnic rug and a different man had asked her to join them. Did she recognise herself at all in that memory? Did she recognise that laughing woman, who had basked in the marquis’s admiration like a cat warming itself in the sun? A woman whose heart was overflowing with it, even while knowing that it could lead nowhere. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George approached her quietly. “Do you want to go and sit there, Lottie, just for a moment?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She gazed at him sharply. “That would be a foolishly sentimental thing to do, wouldn’t it, George?” Her gaze softened a little. “I am sorry. I did not mean to speak so harshly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled slightly. “It’s all right, Lottie. I understand.” He cleared his throat. “Even though I thought the man was going to whip me, or demand to be taken upstairs to find you, that day when you insisted I tell him you wouldn’t see him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte’s heart sunk at the memory. “I am sorry I made you do that, George. I was a coward. I should have come down and told him myself.” She took a deep breath. “But if I had, he would have known straight away that there was something wrong with me. I could barely walk ten paces then without having to sit down, and the tremors were frightful …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George laid a hand on her own. “It’s fine. I took one for the team, eh? I don’t think the Marquis of Wharton is going to darken our doorway any time in the future, which is what you wanted.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte felt tears prick behind her eyes. It was ridiculous, she thought. Still, after all this time, it hurt. It hurt badly. She had done what she had to do – she had to discourage him, and in such a way that he would not think well of her anymore. George had told her that Lord Sebastian had been livid when her brother had told him that she refused to see him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She closed her eyes, hearing once again his angry footsteps in the hallway leaving the house. She had almost relented in that moment. She had wanted to run down the stairs and tell him how sorry she was. Explain that it was for the best, and that he was better off without her, if he only knew. But, of course, she had done no such thing. He was a proud man and she had humiliated him enough already. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She hadn’t been able to resist watching him through her bedroom window, though, as he was about to get into his carriage and drive away. She had stayed well back, but she knew he had seen the movement of the curtain. He had stared up at the window, glaring, green eyes glittering like an angry cat.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The tears thickened in her eyes at the memory. He had climbed into his carriage and driven away. She had not seen him since. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dearest.” Diana’s voice was soft. “Should we return to the carriage now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded slowly. “Yes. I think it is for the best. I have had quite enough air for one day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They turned and walked back down the path. Charlotte resolutely stared over the water, not looking back.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had made her choice, she told herself fiercely. The same choice that poor Aunt Eliza had been forced to make. It was for the best, she knew that. He would forget about her, if he hadn’t already. He was young and he was surrounded by so many beautiful and charming ladies. She still couldn’t believe she had ever caught his eye long enough for him to grow attached to her, and she was angry at herself for ever encouraging it. It had been cruel. She thought again of his anger that day and knew it should never have reached that point.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had been weak, she thought. But she wasn’t weak anymore. She was growing stronger by the day, and more resolute. What did it matter if her own heart was so sore it felt bruised? She had done the right thing. She had been cruel to be kind, and that was all that mattered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian opened the door to the parlour gingerly. His father and mother were already seated inside, sipping tea. They turned and stared at him as he approached them, their eyes carefully appraising him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sit down, lad,” boomed his father, adjusting his collar. “Your mother insisted that we have this little talk, and the sooner it is over and done with, the sooner I can return to my study and the morning papers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Peregrine,” said his mother sharply. “This is rather more important than when the hunting season is about to open.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is debatable, Sarah,” he swiped, equally sharply. “But I do not want to argue with you, dear wife. At least, not this early in the morning.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stared at the duke and duchess. What on earth was this about? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He sat down, watching them glare at each other over their teacups. The duke looked impatient and kept pulling at his collar, which was obviously too tight. His powdered wig was slipping, as always, and his face was more florid than usual. Sebastian could see a new web of spider veins over his left cheek and his nose was positively glowing. Was his father quite well? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duchess, in contrast, was impeccably groomed and coiffed. Today she was wearing a gown of white silk and lace with a matching mob cap, which contrasted with her greying red hair. She turned to him, placing her teacup on the table in front of them decisively. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shall we?” she said crisply, staring at her husband. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duke sighed heavily, rolling his eyes. “Yes, we shall. I’ll be damned if I am going to sit here all day staring at you.” He turned to Sebastian. “Your mother has demanded that we put our foot down, Sebastian.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stared at his father, mystified. “Put your foot down about what, Father?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “About your intransience,” burst out his mother, frowning. “It is dragging on too long, Sebastian. I have invited Miss Drake and her mother to the house frequently and to every social engagement I can think of, and still you will not court her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stared at his mother coldly. “I was unaware that it was a requirement, madam.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His mother rolled her eyes. “Of course it is a requirement, Sebastian. I have picked a suitable young lady because you will not, and she is perfect – well-bred, charming and beautiful.” She picked up her teacup. “Really, I think that you could do no better.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Drake is quite a beauty,” huffed his father, pulling at his collar again. “Her father and I fought in the war together. Brilliant chap, old Hastings. You should hurry up and snag her before another man does, my boy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stared at them both, not knowing what to say. This was the first time that his father had joined his mother in pressuring him into courtship and marriage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m not getting any younger, my boy,” continued his father slowly. “I’m not immortal. It might be sooner than you expect that the dukedom lands on your shoulders, and what then? A man of such title needs a duchess by his side, and he needs a son and an heir. An heir and a spare, preferably.” He thumped his fist onto the arm of the chair. “Children, Sebastian! A wife and children! You are dithering around the London scene like a dandy, and it will not do. You have had time enough to sow your wild oats. How old are you now, eight and twenty? Time to settle down now, my boy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian was shocked. “Are you unwell, Father? Is that what this is about?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duke grimaced. “The gout has me in its grip, and I’m not getting any younger.” He looked at his son. “Listen to us, son. You need to marry, and Miss Drake is as fine a lady as you will find. What’s not to like? Well-bred and a beauty. She will make you a good wife, and more importantly, she will be a fine duchess.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t love her.” He stared at his parents. “I’m sorry, but I don’t.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His father waved an impatient hand. “Twiddle-twaddle. What has love got to do with the serious business of marriage?” He stared at his son. “You disappoint me, Sebastian. I did not raise you to be a sentimental fool.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian’s face reddened. “But I must spend my life with a woman I marry. How can I do that when I do not at least like her, even if love is not in the picture?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duke thumped his fist into the armchair again. “This is nonsense, and I am already bored of it.” He stood up, turning to his son. “Do as your mother says. Either you seriously start to court Miss Drake or some other suitable lady with an eye to a betrothal, or you will find your allowance will be diminished. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Father,” said Sebastian, through gritted teeth. “Perfectly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good, good.” The duke walked to the door and left the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is not so bad, is it?” said his mother, staring at him. “Miss Drake is lovely, and you will surely learn to love her, after your marriage.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stood up. “If there’s nothing else?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duchess waved a hand in dismissal, and he turned and marched out of the room, slamming the door behind him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For a moment he leaned against the wall, breathing heavily. The pressure had intensified. His father was insisting he marry and it looked as though he was well and truly caught this time. He would not be able to shake them off now. They were determined. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    An image of Charlotte filled his head, so suddenly he gasped. His arms around her when they had waltzed at the assembly rooms. Shaking in his arms as she had stared up at him with her flashing dark eyes. He had never felt that way about a woman before and he didn’t think he ever would again. It was as though she had seared his soul, and he would never recover. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He took a deep breath. He had tried to forget her in the month since he had made the impromptu visit to Acton House and she had humiliated him. He had tried and he had thought he succeeded. So why was the image of her rearing up now, haunting him? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His parents were clear. He had to marry. Lady Charlotte didn’t want a bar of him. But Miss Drake did. His heart sank slowly. He had never wanted to marry for convenience, or out of duty, but it seemed that he must. And Miss Alicia Drake was as good as any young lady for that purpose. What did it matter who it was, if he couldn’t have the woman he truly wanted? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Firmly, he cast the image of Charlotte in his arms aside. It was gone. Banished forever. His father was right. He had been a sentimental fool, and all of that had to change. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    Martha wrapped her shawl tighter around her shoulders as she hurried along Piccadilly towards Acton House. It was an uncommonly chilly morning and a thick fog had settled over the streets. She watched a cart lurching along the road, carrying firewood to all the fine houses. The driver cursed as a young boy in a threadbare jacket and ragged shoes ran across his path, shaking his fist at him. The boy grinned and kept running to the other side of the street. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Martha pursed her lips. She knew the boy and the family he came from. They were pickpockets and con men working the streets of London. She frowned at him as he scurried like a mouse past her, gripping her parcel tighter. She knew he would grab it given half the chance and do it so quickly she would barely notice. The boy tipped his hat to her in an insolent manner. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Martha Hall,” he said quickly, staring at her. “You think you’re a bit better, don’t you, now that you’re a fine lady’s maid? All your airs and graces. I know where you came from.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Martha raised her hand to strike him, but he ducked, laughing as he ran away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ll end up in the prison, John Evans,” she yelled after him. “Mark my words.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But the boy was gone. He had melted into the fog, as if he had never existed. Martha gritted her teeth as she crossed the road. She couldn’t afford to get distracted by the urchin. She had clear instructions from her mistress – she had to go into the kitchen at Acton House and speak to the maids about Lady Charlotte Lumley. She had to find out any information she could. She had been excused from her chores for the morning for the purpose. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There it was. Martha approached the grand gates, walking inside and around to the back. The servants and tradesmen’s entrance. She knew one of the maids who worked here, which was a bonus. Sally Church was only a scullery maid, not a lady’s maid like her, but she would still know all the inner workings of the house. The fine gentlemen and ladies would be shocked to know how much the servants did know of their lives, thought Martha grimly. Not that they would care, of course. As long as the servants were discreet and didn’t tattle. But she knew Sally and her loose tongue and appetite for gossip, so she was hoping that wouldn’t be a problem. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She opened the kitchen door to a hive of activity. The cook, a buxom woman with spindly grey hair, barked orders to the other servants as she prepared the breakfast dishes. Martha slipped in almost unnoticed, staring around. A maid gazed at her as she brewed the tea, pouring hot water into a pot. “Are you after speaking to someone?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Martha clutched the parcel tighter. “If you please, could I speak to Sally Church, just for a minute? I have a parcel sent on from her mother for her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The maid looked harassed, placing the kettle down. “I’ll get her for you, but only five minutes, mind? She has chores to do.” The woman rushed off. Martha stepped back, watching the kitchen staff scurry like ants. In less than a minute the woman returned with a thin, mousy-haired girl clutching a rag. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Martha Hall,” said the girl, staring at her curiously. “You have a parcel from me mam?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do,” said Martha. “Can we go somewhere quieter, Sally?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sally nodded, leading her into a smaller back room, filled with buckets and mops. Martha gave her the parcel. “A new shawl.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sally ripped it open, staring at it. “I don’t understand. I’m seeing Mam on Sunday on my day off. Why was it so urgent that you had to deliver this to me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Martha stared around quickly, then lowered her voice. “Twas an excuse, Sally.” She cleared her throat. “My mistress wants to know about one of your ladies.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sally stared at her. “Your mistress? Lady Hastings?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Martha nodded. “Her, and her daughter, Miss Drake. Alicia.” The maid rolled her eyes. “They sent me here to find out anything I could about Lady Charlotte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sally looked shocked. “What do you want to know about her? Mrs. Neville, the housekeeper, will box my ears if she finds out I’ve been talking about any of them.” She hesitated. “I don’t know, Martha. I don’t think I should.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Martha glared at her. “Don’t forget I know a thing or two about you, Sally Church. Things that Mrs. Neville might sack you for if she ever got wind of them.” Her gaze softened. “Come on, I don’t want to do any of that, but I’ll be fired if I don’t report back. They’ve got a bee in their bonnet about your lady, for some reason.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sally hesitated. “She’s delicate,” she whispered, gazing anxiously over her shoulder. “She often stays in her bed, ailing.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Martha nodded encouragingly. “Anything else? Do you have details?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They say she might die at a young age,” whispered Sally, her eyes wide. “She suffers from a sickness, but I don’t know what it is. I don’t think any of them know. It affects how she walks and moves, and she trembles so, and sometimes cannot even move two fingers on her left hand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Martha gasped. “Is it contagious? Can she pass the sickness on to other people?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sally shook her head. “I don’t think so, but I’m not sure. Her brother and sister are always in her company, as are her parents. They don’t look afraid or try to avoid her. But it’s kept a secret – neither Lady Charlotte or her family talk about it with anyone.” She looked over her shoulder again. “Is that all? Because I’ve already said too much, and I need to get back to my chores.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Martha nodded. “That should do. It’s enough for now, at any rate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sally Church!”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They both jumped at the sharp voice at the narrow doorway. Martha turned to see a large older woman with greying black hair pulled back in a tight bun staring at them, hands on hips. The woman stared at her sharply, looking her up and down. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Dulcie,” said Sally quickly. “Martha was just bringing a parcel from me mam.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dulcie blinked rapidly. “On a Tuesday morning? Must be an urgent parcel if it can’t wait until you see her.” She kept staring at Martha. “And who are you? You look like a maid. Who do you work for?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Martha pressed her lips together. She had to answer, and she couldn’t lie. “My name is Martha Hall. I work in the household of Lord and Lady Hastings. I’m lady’s maid to their daughter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Really?” said Dulcie, her chest heaving. “Isn’t that interesting?” Her eyes narrowed. “Well, the gossiping is over. Sally has work to do, and I’m sure you do as well, back with your lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Martha nodded quickly, then walked out, brushing past Dulcie. The older woman glared down at her, but Martha just smiled blandly. Within two minutes she was back on the street smiling triumphantly. Sally had come through with the goods. An ailing lady who didn’t want the world to know how sick she was.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The old bitch will be happy, she thought. So will Alicia. She didn’t know the reason why they wanted dirt on the lady in question, but knowing them, it probably had something to do with Lady Hastings’ grand plans for Alicia. Martha knew they were targeting the Marquis of Wharton, no less. He was the eldest son of the Duke of Richley, and Lady Hastings wanted her daughter to be the next duchess. Sometimes she almost felt sorry for Alicia. She was beautiful and accomplished, but she was in the palm of her mother’s hand, that was for sure. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia stared at Martha, her blue eyes wide. The maid had returned from her errand quickly, and she could barely believe her ears. “Tell me again exactly what your friend said. When I go to Mama, I must have every detail correct.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Martha nodded. “Sally said that the lady is sick,” she said slowly, repeating all that she had learnt. She lowered her voice. “They want to keep it a secret. No one outside the family knows of her condition. But Sally said they fear that she will die young.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia sighed. “You’ve done well, Martha. That will be all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The maid curtseyed, then scurried out of the room, closing the door firmly behind her. Alicia stared at it for a moment, then walked slowly to her bedroom window, looking out at the street below. She tapped her fingers against the window pane, thinking. It was time to tell Mama, and she should be feeling victorious. After all, this was why they had hatched their plan to send Martha to Acton House, to find out what – if anything – the Lady Charlotte was hiding. But somehow she felt a little hollow, and sad. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The door opened and Lady Hastings swept into the room, her eyes gleaming. “Well? I saw Martha in the hallway. What has she to say?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia turned to her mother. “Apparently, Lady Charlotte is ailing,” she said slowly. “A mysterious condition.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hastings gasped. “It is as we suspected!” She started pacing the room. “Go on.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia sighed but told her mother what Martha had said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hastings stopped, staring at her. “A mysterious ailment indeed. And yet it must come and go. When we saw her out and about more than a month ago, she looked perfectly fine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia nodded. Her heart felt heavy. “Mama, the maid told Martha that they fear she will die young because of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hastings sighed. “A sad affair for the Lady Charlotte and her family.” She stared at her daughter sharply. “But that fact mustn’t soften your resolve, Alicia. We cannot do anything for the lady, but we can do much for ourselves with this information.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia sat down on her dressing table chair. “Mama, how can we? It seems … heartless. And the marquis has recently been paying more attention to me.” She took a deep breath. “Perhaps he has moved on from his regard for her, since she has not been on the circuit for quite a while now. Perhaps we do not need to use this sad information to secure our goal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hastings stared hard at her daughter. “Alicia, you surprise me. Yes, the marquis has been showing you more attention lately, but you told me that Lord Percy said his older brother is all but in love with her.” She walked slowly towards her, standing right in front of her. “Our plan is good, to discredit the lady in his eyes so as to harden his heart towards her and open it towards you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your plan,” said Alicia, through gritted teeth. “I did not want to send Martha to do this dirty work.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother blinked rapidly. “Excuse me, Alicia, but you were the one who was vexed to the extreme at the marquis’s admiration for the lady. When you came to me and told me that it was Lord Percy who had sent you the necklace and not his brother, you were so angry that you could barely speak. And you were angry with Lady Charlotte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia turned away, her heart thumping. It was true that she had been almost delirious with anger that day. But since then, she had calmed down, and almost accepted it. If the marquis was truly in love with Lady Charlotte Lumley, then it was hardly her fault that she couldn’t turn his head, was it? The battle was over before it had even begun. Perhaps her mother would finally admit that her unwavering ambition to make her a duchess was all for naught. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia sighed. It had almost been a relief, that she didn’t have to do it anymore. That she didn’t have to endure Lord Sebastian’s cold eyes and pressed lips and pretend that she was violently in love with him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But, of course, she should have realised that her mother would never accept defeat that easily. The strange thing was that since the day Lord Percy had declared his admiration of her and told her of his brother’s for Lady Charlotte, the marquis’s attitude towards her had changed inexplicably. Suddenly, he was smiling at her and inviting her for walks. He listened to her and even paid her a compliment or two. It was a mystery, but it was encouraging, and her mother had been over the moon, declaring that Lord Sebastian had finally seen the light. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It hadn’t stopped her from devising the plan to send Martha to Acton House, though, to discover anything about Lady Charlotte she could. Information she could use against her so that Lord Sebastian’s affection for the lady would dim and hopefully die. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A backup plan,” her mother declared now. “We will look on it as a backup plan. Lord Sebastian is finally succumbing to your charms, Alicia. But if we perceive that Lady Charlotte is still a threat then we must spring into action.” Her eyes narrowed. “You know what you must do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mama,” she sighed, her heart thumping uncomfortably. “I just have reservations about using such tragic information for personal gain. Lady Charlotte and I are not friends, but she is just a woman like I am. It seems so cruel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Fiddlesticks.” Her mother’s voice was sharp. “Lady Charlotte would probably do the same. What do they say? All is fair in love and war. Especially when the chance to be a duchess is at stake.” She leaned closer to her daughter. “Do not let your courage fail you now, my sweet, when the victory is so close. Do not forget that we have planned a ball, at great expense to your father, to hopefully announce a betrothal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mama,” said Alicia, her voice soft. A ball, now, of all things. A masquerade ball, no less, because her mother never did things by halves. How was she going to speed things along so that Lord Sebastian would be so enamoured of her that he might announce a betrothal? It was only two weeks away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hastings stared at her daughter for another moment. “The carriage is ready, Alicia, and we do not want to keep his lordship waiting.” She swept out of the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia sighed, staring at herself in the looking-glass, noting the tight golden ringlets falling on either side of her face and the understated rouge on her cheeks. She was dolled up to within an inch of her life, as always, for the marquis. For a man she did not love nor even particularly like. He was handsome and rich, and he would be a duke one day. But that was the truth of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She kept staring at her face, as if seeking an answer. She remembered the ardour in Lord Percy’s face as he had told her how deeply he admired her, and a slow crimson blush crept over her visage. Her heart started beating faster at the thought of him. It was real, she thought slowly. Lord Sebastian would never stare at her that way, or think about her that way, she knew. Whatever was motivating him lately to act as though he liked her, she knew it wasn’t genuine. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Could she live without love? Could she endure a cold, heartless marriage for ambition’s sake, and to save her family? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia pressed her lips together. Could she do anything, even reveal a lady’s darkest secrets, to secure such a union? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy approached the parlour, hesitating. He knew she was in there. He had seen her carriage arrive half an hour earlier from his bedroom window. Alicia had stepped down from it, a vision in the palest of pink, her golden hair obscured by a cream lace bonnet. He had willed her to look up, and see him, but she had swept into the house without pausing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His heart quickened. He knew she was in there, waiting for his brother. He also knew that Sebastian would be delayed for at least another twenty minutes and that if he wanted to slip into the parlour and talk to her he had time. Still he hesitated. What could it accomplish anymore?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had made her feelings crystal clear that day she had thrown the necklace at his feet. Sebastian seemed to be finally swallowing her bait and was accompanying her everywhere. He knew that today they were planning a shopping trip to Bond Street. His mother had declared at the breakfast table that perhaps there would be wedding bells sooner rather than later, and his brother had not denied it, only smiling tightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy took a deep breath. Yes, it would probably accomplish nothing, but he was beyond even that rational knowledge now. He just had to be near her. He opened the door and stepped into the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was seated by the window where the sunlight streamed in, turning her hair into spun gold. The maid was bending over her, serving her tea from his mother’s second finest set. The girl straightened upon his entry, curtseying low. Alicia put down her teacup and stared at him, her blue eyes wide. Then she slowly stood up and curtseyed too. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Percy.” Her voice was high. “I was not expecting to see you today.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He frowned. “I didn’t think I would be seeing you today either, Miss Drake, and yet somehow my feet have carried me here.” His eyes swept over her. “You look lovely, as always.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” she said slowly. “The marquis is delayed?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy coughed into his hand. “I am afraid so. The fencing master was late to his appointment this morning and Sebastian is running over time.” He paused. “I thought you might be lonely in here, sipping tea by yourself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled gently. “I am used to it, my lord.” She hesitated. “I am often by myself. I am an only child, after all, and have grown accustomed to it over the years. You are lucky to have a brother. I often wished for a brother or sister when I was growing up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy gazed at her, almost dumbfounded. She didn’t seem to be angry with him anymore. In fact, she was almost wistful. He took a step forward, almost involuntarily, just so he could be a little closer to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It has been good having a sibling,” he said slowly, smiling. “My mother always said that we were partners in crime, however. There is hardly any age difference between us, and we would egg each other on in the nursery. One would distract the governess while the other planted a toad in her pocket. That sort of thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia laughed suddenly. “You devils! I am sure you caused the poor woman the vapours.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She did resort to the smelling salts quite a bit, I must admit, and that particular governess didn’t last long.” He paused. “But then, none of them did. I think our hijinks were too much for them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What fun,” said Alicia, trailing a finger along the edge of the table. “My nursery was a lonely place. Conjugating French verbs by myself under the eagle eye of my tutor. French was never my forte, I must admit. Nor any book learning.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy grimaced slightly. “I must admit that I was never the scholar either. Oh, I did well enough, but it was Sebastian who excelled. He is a keen reader and doesn’t suffer fools gladly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve noticed,” said Alicia, a little sadly. “He is hard to please, isn’t he?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy looked at her. A small wave of emotion passed inexplicably between them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Our parents had high expectations of him,” said Percy eventually. “It was hard for him being the heir. So much rests on his shoulders.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia smiled wistfully. “We all have expectations placed on us though, don’t we? And sometimes our parents’ wishes do not always dovetail with our own.” She stared him straight in the eye. “Sometimes we must do things that we are not always comfortable with, in order to please them. To do our duty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” said Percy, staring at her hard. “Are you referring to anything in particular?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She hesitated slightly. “The pressure can be intense, Lord Percy. My mother desires me to marry well, above all else, and my thoughts and feelings have little to do with it …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly the door opened and Sebastian stood there. He looked from one to the other, then bowed his head towards Alicia. “Miss Drake. I am sorry I was delayed. Shall we proceed to the carriage? I know you must be eager to start our shopping trip.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia smiled brightly, turning toward him and curtseying. “Indeed I am, my lord. I am simply trembling with anticipation to accompany you to Bond Street. So much so that I fear I may faint with the excitement.” She laughed, her eyes gleaming as she gazed at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian laughed too, holding out his arm. “We wouldn’t want that now, would we? I would have to carry you to the carriage.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia took his arm, smiling archly. “Perhaps I should swoon then, my lord?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They walked to the door. Sebastian stared back at Percy. “See you later, old boy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have fun,” called Percy, sourly, to their retreating figures. Alicia stared back at him for a moment, a sad look in her eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stared at the door, his heart beating uncomfortably. If he wasn’t mistaken, Alicia had been about to tell him something. Something that was hard for her to admit, and it was about how she was being compelled to do this by her mother. Yet when Sebastian came, it had all vanished in a heartbeat.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had put her mask back on, thought Percy sadly. A mask she was forced to wear, and which was obviously becoming heavier by the day. A mask that was prone to slip every now and then. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stepped down from the carriage, waiting for Alicia. He gazed up and down the street. Hopefully they wouldn’t have to stay too long. A few shops and then he could safely escort Miss Drake home, and his duty would be done for the day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He turned to gaze at her. She was looking exquisite, as always. Not a hair out of place. It was true that she was a beautiful woman and he supposed that if he had to choose someone to be his life partner, she was easy enough on the eye. He would just have to learn to endure her prattling about bonnets and jewellery and God knows what else occupied her mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As far as he could discern, it wasn’t much of substance, that was for sure. For the hundredth time he thought how much better suited she would be to his brother. They both enjoyed pantomimes, and even their music tastes dovetailed, both preferring lively jigs to serious concertos. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shall we?” He held out his arm, smiling. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took it happily, leaning towards him. “Lead the way, my lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They sauntered up the street together. He could see people staring at them and he knew they made a good-looking couple. Probably every gentleman on this street would give his eye teeth to be standing by her side, as he was. Miss Alicia Drake was an official catch. But even the status of having such a desirable woman on his arm wasn’t making him happy. Not in the least. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She gasped suddenly, breaking away and going to a shop window. “Oh,” she breathed, entreating him to look. “What a divine pair of slippers. Can we go in and have a closer look?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He sighed, counting to ten, then smiled at her. “Of course, my dear. I couldn’t think of anywhere I would rather be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stepped out of the establishment breathing deeply. Alicia was trying on every pair of shoes in the shop and he couldn’t endure it a moment longer. He had told her he just needed some air, and left her to it, her maid by her side. He just needed a little space. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He ambled up the street, noticing a tiny bookstore. A wave of tenderness swept over him. He was remembering the time that Charlotte had spoken of it, at the picnic at Hyde Park. The gleam of excitement in her dark eyes as she told him of the latest works of the poet Shelley she had found there. He lingered outside the store for a moment. Should he go inside? But no. Miss Drake would be out any moment and would panic if she couldn’t find him. He stared into the sky watching some birds in flight, and for a moment yearned to be that free. That he could transform into one and fly far away from here. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was just turning away when the door to the store opened and he smelt a familiar perfume. His heart seized and he turned slowly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was her. Charlotte. He could barely believe it. His eyes avidly took in every detail, from her dark hair tucked away beneath a pea-green muslin bonnet to her simple yet elegant gown and the long white gloves. She was here, in front of him, suddenly materialising like a fairy or a woodland elf. For a moment he could only gaze at her, all power of speech gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He should be furiously angry. He should turn on his heel and walk away. But all he could do was gaze at her, drinking her in, as if she were a tonic he was sorely needing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked shocked, gazing up at him almost fearfully. But then she sank down, curtseying deeply. “My lord. What an unexpected pleasure.” She was clutching a book in her hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Charlotte.” His lips felt dry. “The pleasure is all mine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They kept staring at each other for another long moment. Then he couldn’t help himself. He reached out, taking her hand gently. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve missed you,” he said, his eyes flickering over her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled, her dark eyes flashing. “I see you still have not learnt how not to interrupt a lady’s walk, my lord,” she said slowly. “Even if it is only from a bookstore to the pavement.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He laughed suddenly, feeling so happy that he could barely contain the emotion. “At least I have not caused another lump on your head this time, Lady Charlotte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly, her dark eyes clouded over, looking behind him. He turned. It was Miss Drake, approaching them swiftly. Her lovely face was grim. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Charlotte.” Her voice was bright. “What a pleasure. I must say, I hardly expected to see you out on the street shopping today. You have been hiding away, have you not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stared at her evenly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do hope everything has been well with you, Lady Charlotte,” she continued crisply. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At that moment, Charlotte’s brother George emerged from the bookstore, staring hard at Miss Drake. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My lord.” He inclined his head. “Miss Drake.” He turned to her. “It is fortuitous that we have met you. I must ask why your maid was at our establishment this morning?” His eyes never left hers for a moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia smiled sweetly, batting her eyelashes at him. “Why, Martha is a silly thing. She wished to speak to an old friend of hers, I do believe, who is a maid at Acton House.” Her smile widened. “But she obviously forgot to deliver the invitation as well. Did you not receive it, Lord Castlereagh?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Invitation?” George kept staring at her, unblinking. “No, we received no invitation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia laughed. “I shall have to reprimand the silly girl. She can be a dunce, there is no denying it.” She paused. “To our masquerade ball, my lord. It shall be the ball to end the season. I shall send an invitation to Acton House directly.” She turned to Sebastian. “I find that I am quite exhausted, my lord. Would you be so kind as to accompany me back to my home?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian jumped slightly, staring at her. What was going on here? There was a strange tension between Alicia and Castlereagh, who were eying each other like they were prize contenders in a cock fight. Charlotte had turned pale and looked slightly sick, leaning on her brother’s arm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stared at Alicia, who was standing there innocently, looking as if butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. What had she been saying to Charlotte? Something about hiding away. Why was George looking so thunderous and asking about her maid? None of it made sense. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But there was nothing he could do about it at the moment. Alicia was gazing at him expectantly, and he had accompanied her here. It would be rude not to escort her home. But all he wanted to do was stay here and continue speaking to Charlotte. For a moment he violently wished them all away. Why couldn’t it just be the two of them? Why were there always other people, pressing in on them, trying to hook them and drag them away from each other? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had only just found her again, after so long. He didn’t want to leave her. But time was stretching on awkwardly, and Miss Drake was waiting. He sighed, taking her arm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Charlotte.” He bowed crisply. “Lord Castlereagh.” He hesitated, staring at her. “I hope that we shall run into each other again. Very soon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled faintly but didn’t reply. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodbye,” said Alicia, staring at them. “I do so hope that you can come to the ball.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian walked slowly away with Alicia on his arm. The maid was waiting for them beside the carriage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Martha!” called Alicia, staring at the girl. “Can you not get anything right? I have just been told that you forgot to give the Lumleys their invitation to the ball when you went there this morning!” She took a deep breath. “You must do better, Martha. You are my personal maid, and everything you do reflects on me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The girl looked confused. “I am sorry, madam. I shall try to do better.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Make sure you do,” she said crisply, climbing into the carriage, blue eyes flashing.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The carriage slowly pulled out onto the street. Sebastian stared out of the window, lost in thought. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were still there. Charlotte and her brother. Huddled outside the bookstore. He looked like he was entreating her, and she kept leaning into him, as if for support. Then the carriage picked up speed and they were gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte leaned against the carriage door, hearing the slow rumble of the wheels underneath as it travelled down Bond Street. She stared desolately out of the window. It was a fine clear day. The gentlemen and ladies all looked happy and carefree as they paraded, staring into shop windows. They navigated a few more streets and then the coach turned left, trotting past Hyde Park. She could see the river winding in the distance, remembering her own joy at being there just a few short days ago. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lottie,” said George, gazing at her with a frown on his face. “Do not take it to heart. Miss Drake will say anything to make herself look good in the marquis’s eyes. Surely you must realise that by now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte felt tears stinging behind her eyes. “I wish that I had never gone out today. Why did I have to run into them? It is as if fate is pushing me towards them, and I do not understand why.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George sighed. “Lottie, I thought that you had resolved to put his lordship out of your mind entirely. You even claimed that you were now indifferent to him.” He paused. “You are not acting like a woman who is indifferent. Not in the least.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte pressed her lips together. What George said was true. She had tried, very hard. At night, when she was on her knees beside her bed praying, she had entreated God to help her cast him out of her heart. She thought she was succeeding somewhat, but all it had taken was one brief encounter with him again and she was back to square one. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her heart started to hammer as she recalled him in vivid detail. Those green eyes that always unstitched her. He would gaze at her as though he could see right into the centre of her soul. He stood head and shoulders above anyone else on that street in his fine elegant clothes. But it wasn’t his appearance alone that made her heart beat faster. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte frowned, trying to put her finger on it. It was as though she could be truly herself when she was in his presence, as if just by being around him she could let out a breath she didn’t even realise she had been holding. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As if he completed her, she thought suddenly. She jumped, unnerved by the thought. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “George,” she said quickly. “Miss Drake knows something about my malady. You heard what she said, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George’s frown deepened. “I heard her asking if everything was well with you, emphasising the word. And I saw her pointed look towards you as she delivered the comment.” He paused. “What else did she say?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She said that I have been hiding away.” She bit her lip. “I can tell she knows something and was trying to discredit me in the eyes of Lord Sebastian. You said that her maid was at our house this morning?”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George nodded. “Your maid told me. She caught their maid gossiping with one of our scullery maids in a back room of the kitchen.” He hesitated. “She told me because she didn’t want to alarm you. Dulcie was convinced that the maid was up to no good, and having just heard Miss Drake, I think that her concerns are valid.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sighed. Was it true? Had Miss Drake’s family sent her maid to their house to try to work out what was wrong with her? Anger started to simmer in her breast. What had she ever done to Miss Drake, apart from catch the eye of Lord Sebastian? If it was true, then it was calculating, and it was vicious. It also told her that Miss Drake was threatened by her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The gates to Acton House opened and they pulled up to the door. Without a word, Charlotte pushed the carriage door open and ran into the house, leaving George behind. She didn’t want him to witness her anger. She stood in the foyer, chest heaving, tears threatening to fall. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana was gliding out of the library but stopped short when she saw her. “Lottie,” she called. “What is wrong? You look like you have seen a ghost.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At the sound of her sister’s sweet voice, the tears that had been threatening spilled out. Diana was at her side in an instant, taking her arm and guiding her into the library. “We can talk quietly in here,” her sister said in a soft voice.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She led Charlotte to an armchair, overlooking the grounds, then sat down opposite her. Charlotte wiped away her tears, trying to catch her breath. Diana just watched her, saying nothing, until she was more composed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sorry,” said Charlotte, taking another deep breath. “It seems that I am always burdening you with my sorrows, my sweet sister.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana’s blue eyes flashed. “Do not be silly, dearest. You are my sister and I would do anything for you.” Her voice lowered. “What has upset you so, Lottie?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte shook her head. “I am being stupid, as always.” She gazed at her sister. “It seems that fate wishes me to see Lord Sebastian. I ran into him on Bond Street today … again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana gasped. “Did you speak to him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte nodded. “It was wonderful,” she said, tentatively. “Oh, Di, I cannot even explain how happy I was to speak with him again. Even to be near him was a delight beyond anything else. I have tried so hard to cast him from my heart, but it was as if the resolve melted into nothing the second I laid eyes on him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana smiled. “It seems that your affection for Lord Sebastian has taken root in your heart, Lottie, and in the deepest soil. It cannot be plucked out so easily.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte nodded again, sighing deeply. “It would appear so.” She hesitated. “But he was with her, Di. Miss Alicia Drake. They appeared to be … close. He had obviously accompanied her shopping.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Close?” Diana’s nose wrinkled slightly. “We have discerned that Miss Drake is trying to ensnare him, but Lord Sebastian always appeared indifferent to her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sighed again. “There was just something different in her manner towards him,” she said slowly. “As if she had caught her prize or was close to it at least. A familiarity, a proprietary air. He was deferential to her as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George walked into the library, sitting down beside Diana. He turned to her. “Is Charlotte filling you in on what happened today?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana nodded. “We are talking about the encounter with Lord Sebastian Wharton and Miss Drake.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George frowned, turning to Charlotte. “Have you told Di about what Miss Drake said?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte shook her head. “Not yet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana raised her eyebrows enquiringly. George sighed, crossing his legs and staring out of the window. “It would seem that Miss Drake knows something about Charlotte’s condition.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What?” gasped Diana. “How?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sighed. “She made some pointed references,” she said crisply. “About how I was hiding away and asked if I had been well. Nothing obvious, but she made it clear that she knew something. It was as if she was warning me off.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s true,” said George. “I heard her. And I have a fair idea how she knows.” He paused. “Dulcie told me that Miss Drake’s maid was here this morning, talking to one of the scullery maids.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana gasped again. “Why didn’t you tell me about it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George shrugged. “There was nothing to tell. Dulcie was suspicious but couldn’t prove anything. She didn’t hear them talking and Miss Drake’s maid claimed that the reason she was here was to deliver something to the maid.” He paused. “It is only now, with what just happened, that I suspect that Miss Drake’s maid did get some information about Charlotte’s condition.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana shook her head in disbelief. “This is intolerable. To think that Miss Drake would stoop so low, to use her maid to gather information behind our backs …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It proves her character,” said George darkly. “I always knew she was trouble. Social climbers like that will stop at nothing if they think that something is in their way.” He paused. “Miss Alicia Drake has decided that Charlotte is an impediment to her goal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It would seem so.” Diana frowned, turning to Charlotte. “Oh, my dear, it is no wonder that you were upset when you came home. To be attacked in such a way by the lady, and in front of Lord Sebastian …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” said Charlotte. “It was unpleasant. But she is clever, I will give her that. All was inferred. There is nothing I can accuse her of. If I confronted her she would deny it all and we cannot prove it.” She wrinkled her nose. “She is most disagreeable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are being charitable in your assessment of Miss Drake’s character,” said George. “I would say she is detestable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte took a deep breath. “I must admit I was jealous,” she said slowly. “When I saw them together, and the way she was so proprietorial towards him, as if she already owned him.” She paused, feeling sadness overwhelm her. “I think that he is courting her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana blinked. “You do?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte nodded slowly. “It appears that way.” She bit her lip. “I do not blame him for it. After all, I made it perfectly clear when he arrived here to see me that I did not want to see him anymore. And we had no understanding anyway. We were not courting prior to my relapse. I have no hold over him. He is free to court whomever he chooses.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George and Diana were silent. Charlotte took a deep breath. “Oh, why is it so difficult?” she burst out. “I know in my mind he is free to court who he wants. But my heart is heavy if he has chosen Miss Drake, knowing what she is like.” She paused. “I admit it is jealousy, which is not rational.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Matters of the heart are rarely rational,” said George slowly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled wryly. “Even if I cannot have Lord Sebastian, I do not want Miss Drake to have him.” She took a deep breath. “I fear that given the character of the lady, she will be a bigger disaster to him than my malady ever could be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George and Diana both burst out laughing. Charlotte slowly joined in, and soon they were all wiping away tears of mirth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Lottie,” said Diana, composing herself. “It is so wonderful to be sitting opposite you like this. I missed you when you were locked away in that bedroom of yours.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s true,” said George. “We all missed you. Promise us that you will not condemn yourself in such a way again, sister.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte took a deep breath. “I cannot promise that I will always be well,” she said slowly. “But I promise that I shall try not to become so melancholy with it. I am trying, my dearest brother and sister, and with your love I am confident that I am on the right path.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte gazed at the thin, brown-haired girl. Sally Church, one of the scullery maids at Acton House, was trembling like a leaf. Charlotte didn’t blame her in the least, not with Dulcie glaring at her as though she were the devil incarnate. She turned to George, who was standing beside her, and raised her shoulders helplessly. She had never been good at reprimanding servants. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Go on, girl,” hissed Dulcie, pushing her forward slightly. “Tell my lord and lady everything that you said to that cunning baggage Martha Hall.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The girl looked like she might burst into tears. “I am so sorry, my lady. I’ve known Martha since we were girls and she was always a mean one.” She took a long, shuddering breath. “She wanted to know about you, my lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what did you tell her?” asked George, frowning. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I told her you are delicate,” said Sally, in a small voice. “That you are often abed, and tremble so when you are about. I told her there were fears for you, and that you and your family try to keep it a secret.” The girl hung her head, then burst into tears, wailing loudly. “I am so sorry! She threatened me, said she would tell Mrs. Neville some things I had done before I was in service here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dulcie kept glaring at her. “You are a disloyal girl, Sally Church! For shame!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The maid kept weeping, staring at them entreatingly. “Please. I need my job. My mam is sickly and my pa is a jail bird. I am all she has and there are two little ones still at home besides.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George shook his head. “We cannot keep you on, Sally. We must have loyalty from our staff.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte rested a hand on his arm. “George, please. This involves me, so I shall deal with it.” She took a deep breath. “I am disappointed, Sally. But I am not heartless. Mrs. Neville tells me that you always do a good service here, and that this is your first transgression. I am willing to forgive you, if you promise that you will not gossip about family matters with outsiders again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dulcie grumbled, but Charlotte raised a hand to silence her. The maid’s face was suffused with joy. “Oh, thank you my lady! I do promise. I will not disappoint you again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Make sure that you don’t,” said Charlotte softly. “If we hear of anything else, I am afraid that my hands are tied and you will be dismissed.” She took a deep breath. “Go now and resume your work.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The girl curtseyed quickly and scurried out of the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are too soft, my lady,” said Dulcie, glaring at the door. “This is a bad business. That girl is a feather head, too free with her tongue.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you sure, Lottie?” said George, staring at her. “We have a right to dismiss her, and she has only herself to blame.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know,” said Charlotte. “But she is young and impressionable. I think she has learnt her lesson and shall not be so indiscreet in future.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Dulcie,” said George. “You may leave us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dulcie curtseyed, still huffing a little, and left the room.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte turned to George. “So,” she said slowly. “Your instinct was correct. Miss Drake does know about me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George nodded. “It appears that way, Lottie.” He paused. “But the question is, what is she planning to do with the information? She obviously hasn’t told Lord Sebastian … at least not yet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps she is being strategic,” said Charlotte, frowning. “She is hiding it up her sleeve until she needs it. Who can tell, with such a character?” She paused. “And why did she invite us to this ball of hers? She despises us. I would have thought that she would not want us there at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George shrugged. “I don’t think she was intending to, it was all she could think of in the moment to justify why her maid was here.” He hesitated, staring at her closely. “If the invitation does arrive on our doorstep, what do you want to do?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte thought for a moment. Then she squared her shoulders, staring at her brother. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am tired of living in fear,” she said. “I think we should go to the ball.” She smiled archly. “I always did enjoy a good masquerade.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte jumped as her bedroom door burst open and Diana entered. She gasped, turning in her chair at the dressing table, staring at her sister in astonishment. Dulcie put down the hairbrush and gaped too. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is it really you underneath there, Di?” said Charlotte, her eyes wide. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “One and the same,” laughed Diana, lowering her white porcelain mask. She pirouetted around the room. “What do you think? Do I look like a Roman goddess?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte laughed, staring at her sister’s costume. Diana was dressed in a flowing, crimped white gown, draped in the ancient Roman style, with a myriad gold hooped bracelets around her arms. Her dark hair had been curled and was hanging in a knot over one shoulder. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A glowing gold headband rested on her head. Slung over her shoulder was a bag with small arrows in it. She held a white masquerade mask with white feathers sprouting from the top, attached to a long stick. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana placed the mask back over her face, then mock curtseyed. “Well?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I declare that you are the goddess of the hunt incarnate,” laughed Charlotte, staring at her sister in admiration. “Just like your namesake.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Diana was also the Roman goddess of the moon and nature, you know,” said her sister, her smile widening.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t have recognised you, Lady Diana,” said Dulcie, her cheeks dimpling as she smiled. “Oh, what fun you will both have this evening!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stand up, Lottie,” said Diana, her eyes glittering. “I want to look at your costume.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte did as her sister requested, feeling awkward. Despite her brave words to George that she would go to Miss Drake’s ball and be damned, she was having second thoughts now. It was bound to be crowded, and hot, and she knew that Miss Drake would not be happy that they had decided to go. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She shivered a little, thinking of what the lady might do, but George and Diana had both reassured her that Miss Drake would not dare say anything at such a public occasion. Their words had mollified her a little, but not entirely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She turned to her sister, smiling, trying to banish her misgivings. “Well? What do you think?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana squealed in delight. “I hope that there is a Marc Antony or Julius Caesar amongst the revellers tonight,” she stated, gazing at her sister. “Cleopatra, Queen of Egypt, shall need her consort.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte laughed. The flowing gold gown she wore, crimped stiffly from the waist, was dramatic. Too dramatic, thought Charlotte, staring down at it. It had a plunging décolletage, and long bat-wing chiffon sleeves, which brushed against her with every move. She also wore a necklace of turquoise and ruby stones, as befitted the Egyptian queen. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a costume made to draw attention, she thought anxiously. She shouldn’t have let Diana and George talk her into it, when they were browsing the costume shop. She should have chosen to be a shepherdess, or something else not quite so eye-catching. But she had been emboldened still by her anger toward Miss Drake and hadn’t thought it through properly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And now she had no choice but to swan around a crowded ballroom dressed as the Queen of Egypt. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana approached her, touching her hair, then turned to the maid who was watching them both with shining eyes. “You have done a wonderful job, Dulcie,” she said. “How did you get Charlotte’s hair to sit so stiff and straight, just like Cleopatra’s?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dulcie’s chest expanded a little. “You can thank Hettie, the laundress,” she said proudly. “I borrowed one of her flat irons, that she uses on the gowns.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ingenious!” said Diana, laughing. “Dulcie, you are a marvel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte grimaced. “It was strange indeed to have one’s hair ironed. The things we do for vanity.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sisters stared at each other, then burst out laughing, gripping each other. Diana laughed harder, pulling at Charlotte, twirling her around the room.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stop!” gasped Charlotte, laughing. “I am becoming quite giddy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were still dancing around the room, laughing, when the door opened. They stopped abruptly, letting go of each other, trying to catch their breath. The countess was standing in the doorway staring at them both, a strange look on her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama,” said Charlotte, her chest heaving a little. “I am sorry. Did we disturb you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The countess walked slowly into the room. She was smiling and her eyes were shining softly, as if tears were swimming in them. Charlotte and Diana looked at each other. What was wrong with their mother? She wasn’t her normal self at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The countess turned around slowly. “No, you did not disturb me, Charlotte.” She paused. “I was walking past the door and heard you both in here, giggling and dancing. It reminded me of how much I used to enjoy getting ready for dances and balls with my own dear sister, so many years ago.” She turned to the maid. “Dulcie, would you give me a moment alone with my daughters?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dulcie curtseyed, and left the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stared at her mother in astonishment. “You and Aunt Eliza used to go to balls together?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The countess smiled brightly. “Why do you sound so surprised? There were only as many years between us as between you and Diana. We were close growing up.” She stifled a sigh. “So close that we did everything together.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly the countess gasped, leaning against a bed post. She clutched her chest, as if in pain. Slow tears rolled down her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama.” Diana was by her side in an instant. “What is wrong?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Help me sit down, Diana,” breathed their mother. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana led her to the dressing table chair. The countess took out a handkerchief, crying softly into it as her daughters watched in confusion. Charlotte realised that this was the first time she had ever seen her mother cry. Even at Aunt Eliza’s funeral she had sat stiff-backed and dry-eyed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother dried her eyes, staring at Charlotte. “I have done you a disservice,” she said slowly. “I have never told you about what happened to Eliza.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sank onto her bed, staring at her mother. Diana followed, standing behind her, placing a hand gently on her shoulder. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The countess took a deep breath. “She was only one and twenty,” she whispered, as if talking to herself. “Before it happened, she was the belle of every ball. Eliza was full of life. She used to ride fiercely and dance madly, and live as though there were no tomorrow.” She stopped, staring off into the distance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What happened?” whispered Charlotte. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A fall.” The countess’s voice was low and bitter. “She tripped on a rug, near the top of a flight of stairs, at our girlhood home. She tried to stop it, but it was no use. She tumbled down the stairs, landing at the bottom.” She hesitated. “I watched it all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte and Diana gasped in horror. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She was never the same afterwards,” continued the countess. “The physicians said that she broke her back, and for months she never left her bed. She had to learn to walk again, like a baby. It tormented her the whole of her life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte frowned. “Is that why she would sometimes take to her bed? George remembers her doing so, although I don’t recall it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The countess smiled grimly. “Yes. She would be fine for a while, and then she would do something that aggravated it. She would collapse and be forced back to bed. She never rode or danced, or did anything too taxing, but even bending the wrong way might set it off.” She paused. “It ruined her life. She never married, for fear that she would not be able to deliver a child safely, and that she would be a burden on her husband.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte blinked back tears, thinking of the letter from the reverend to her aunt. The reverend who had been in love with her and wanted to marry her. But her aunt had refused, because of her condition. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The countess took a deep breath. “I should have told you years ago, but my sister was ashamed and desired secrecy.” She blinked back tears. “Our mother supported her in it. Which leads me to you, Charlotte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Me?” Charlotte blinked. “How so, Mama?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother rose and approached her, kneeling in front of her. She took her hand. “When you fell off the horse that day and I saw you being carried back to the house in so much pain, it brought it all back to me.” She paused. “I have not treated you well, my daughter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte blinked back tears. “You and Papa have spared no expense …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The countess’s hand gripped her tighter. “No, Charlotte. Hear me out. Yes, we have tried to help you, and sent for the best physicians money can buy. But we have done you an injustice by trying to push you before you were ready and making a secret of your condition.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte took a deep breath. “It has hurt me, I must admit.” She bit her lip. “I thought you were ashamed of me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The tears started flowing out of her mother’s eyes again. “No, no. I was never ashamed! It was just so hard for me to live with again, after seeing what happened to Eliza and how her accident ruined her life. It was fear for you, Charlotte. It made me distant, and I persuaded your father to be the same. As if hardening our hearts would protect us from what you were going through, and the worry of what would become of you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama, it was wrong,” said Diana gently. “Charlotte needed love and support, and you and Papa have brushed her off for years. Telling George and I that we shouldn’t comfort her or indulge her, when she has clearly needed it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The countess took a deep breath. “I know, Diana.” She gazed at Charlotte. “It was hearing you both in here, so happy, that made me realise. Remembering how it used to be the same between Eliza and I, and how I did her wrong by going along with our own mother and pretending that all was well with her, when it so clearly wasn’t.” She paused. “Just like I have done with you, my daughter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Mama.” Charlotte stared at her mother, overwhelmed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can you forgive me?” whispered her mother, staring at her. “We have lost so much precious time together. I will try to make up for it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course,” said Charlotte, tears flowing down her cheeks. “Nothing would make me happier.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They embraced fiercely, and then Diana’s arms were around them both and they were all hugging each other tightly. Charlotte thought she had never felt so loved and protected in her life than in this moment. She smelt her mother’s hair, blinking back fresh tears. She had so wanted her mother to do this, for so long. She had resigned herself to the fact that it would never happen. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Poor Aunt Eliza, she thought. She pictured the spirited girl her mother had described, broken by her injury. She had believed that she could never live a normal life, and although it hadn’t twisted her sweet nature, it had coloured everything else. She had been ashamed of it, desiring secrecy, and so denied herself the support that she should have had. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The embrace ended and they all stared at each other, momentarily at a loss for words. The countess stood up, staring at them both tenderly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My sweet girls,” she said. “Stand up and let me look at you both, in your costumes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They rose to their feet, and the countess stood back, gazing at them. “You both look wonderful,” she said slowly. Then her gaze came to rest on Charlotte’s head. “I regret that Papa is suffering with a cold, and we cannot come tonight. But shouldn’t you be wearing a crown or circlet, as the Queen of Egypt?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte laughed. “Dulcie was about to put it on just before Diana came in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother took her hand, leading her to the dressing table. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sit,” she commanded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte obeyed, staring at herself in the looking-glass, with her mother standing behind her. The countess picked up the golden circlet, lying on the table, and placed it gently on her head. She adjusted it for a moment, before resting her hands on her daughter’s shoulders. She stared at her reflection. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There,” she said slowly. “Now you are fit to rule, Your Majesty.” She paused. “I want you to have a wonderful night this evening, Charlotte. I want you to dance, and dance, and remember your aunt when you do it. Nothing is impossible and your whole life is ahead of you, waiting to be claimed.” Her hands tightened on Charlotte’s shoulders. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will, Mama,” said Charlotte, blinking back tears again. “Thank you. You don’t know what this means to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a knock at the door, and the butler came in. “My lady, the carriage is ready.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” The countess stepped away. “Well, come along then. The carriage is waiting, and you mustn’t be late for the ball.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana laughed. “Shall we both turn into pumpkins if we are not back by midnight, or will you let us stay out a bit later, Mama?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The countess laughed. “You have forgotten your fairytales, my girl. It is the carriage that turns into the pumpkin. You both need to remember not to lose your glass slippers, that is all.” She stared down at Charlotte tenderly. “I think tonight you can all come home a little later. I shall tell the earl that we should turn a blind eye, just this time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stood up, leaning over and kissing her mother on the cheek. “Thank you, Mama. For everything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Enjoy,” said the countess, watching them pick up their masquerade masks and walk to the door. “I demand it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stared back at her mother. She had never believed that this day would come. Her heart lightened, and she realised fully what a burden it had been, feeling like the ghost daughter that they wanted to forget. The one who didn’t measure up. The one who was defective in some way and had to be hidden away from the world. The one who could never hope to live a normal life, while she watched her siblings being feted and adored. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But now, it was as if that burden had been lifted off her shoulders. Her mother accepted her, just the way she was. She had apologised and explained the reasons why she had acted the way that she had. It didn’t change the way she had been treated, but it did make it easier to bear. Now it was like the future was a clean slate.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Go on,” scolded the countess, flicking her hands towards them, as if shooing away a fly. “Off you go!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sisters laughed. Diana raised her stick, placing the mask on her face, and took Charlotte’s arm. “We need to knock on George’s door and see if he is ready. Shall we?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We shall,” laughed Charlotte, raising her own mask. They picked up the hems of their gowns, traipsing down the hallway, giggling softly together.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte felt a fission of excitement. Lord Sebastian was sure to be there. Would he be wearing a costume, and would she recognise him if he was? Would he recognise her? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia took a deep breath as she gazed around the ballroom of her parents’ rented townhouse in Grosvenor Square. She couldn’t stop a small stab of triumph from entering her heart. It looked spectacular. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To be sure, the ballroom was smaller and not as grand as the one at Millington House, but her mother had outdone herself in the decoration. Flowers festooned the space – immense bouquets of roses, forget-me-nots and lilies in large crystal vases. They had also been skilfully braided and wrapped around pillars, which had taken all the maids hours to achieve, under the watchful eye of Lady Hastings. Tall beeswax candles, stationed everywhere, cast shadows of light around the room. It looks like fairyland, thought Alicia with satisfaction. As if Queen Mab and her subjects might just decide to fly through the windows and join the festivities. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It had cost a small fortune, of course. Her father had grumbled about it, but her mother had been adamant. They had to put on a show. It would reap rewards, she had told him. The money would be well spent if it inched them closer to a betrothal. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ballroom was teeming with guests. Alicia stared at them, a slow smile spreading over her face. Most had decided to join in the merriment and were wearing costumes, along with the requisite masks, as befitted a masquerade ball. Alicia spotted sailors and highwaymen, shepherdesses and empresses, and even a fairy or two. She saw the Duke of Richley in a corner, dressed as a Turkish sultan, with a silk turban atop his head and a long flowing cape of rich blue. The colour contrasted vividly with the ruddiness of his face as he sipped champagne from one of the tall crystal flutes that were being carried on silver trays by especially hired footmen around the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia raised her mask to her face, searching. Where was Lord Sebastian? He must be here by now, if his parents were. She could see his mother sitting with all the other matrons in a small alcove. She was dressed as a sultaness, to match her husband, and looked rather like an aging harem girl, thought Alicia. She was wearing a diaphanous gown of spun silver and a matching veil on her red hair, with a gauze handkerchief-sized veil covering her nose and mouth. She was having difficulty drinking and eating with it, thought Alicia, watching her lift up the veil and drink her champagne before lowering it again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Restlessly, her eyes swept over the crowd again, searching. At last she spotted him, talking with a group of people out on the balcony. Picking up her skirts, she elbowed her way through the crowd, keeping her mask aloft the whole while. If she lowered it, people would recognise her, and she had no desire to chat right at the moment. She had to get to Lord Sebastian’s side and claim him for the evening, so that everyone here would understand that they were not just friends. They were together. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia took a deep breath. Her mother had told her that if she could persuade his lordship, they would announce their betrothal here tonight, in front of the crème de la crème of London society. Everyone would know that she was about to become his wife, and in so doing, the future duchess. It would be the crowning achievement of all their plans and machinations. It was so close now that Alicia could almost taste it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As she jostled her way towards him, her thoughts flickered briefly to when she had interrupted him talking with Lady Charlotte on Bond Street a few weeks previously. The shock and anger she had felt upon seeing them together, and the intimate way that they leaned towards each other. She had seen how Lord Sebastian was looking at her, as if she were the loveliest thing that he had ever beheld. They were laughing together softly, and Lady Charlotte gazed up at him with shining dark eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia gritted her teeth at the memory. She had acted instinctively and inferred the lady’s condition, just so she would be aware that she knew. To warn Lady Charlotte off and stake her claim. But it had backfired when the Viscount Castlereagh had come and mentioned the fact that Martha had been spotted at Acton House that very morning. She had to think quickly and claim that the maid had been there to invite them to the ball, when she had no intention that they should come. None at all. She didn’t want the Lumleys here. In fact, she had been looking forward to how disappointed they would be when they found out they had not been invited to the social event of the season. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia pushed through the crowd, almost to the balcony. But just as she arrived there, she saw that he had disappeared. She frowned, lowering her mask, gazing around. Where was he now? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She spotted him, walking towards the card tables, in an adjacent room. Raising her mask, she set out on her pursuit once more. In his black breeches and waistcoat and long black domino cape with mask, he was hard to see in the crowd. What exactly is his disguise, she wondered, as she tripped back through. A highwayman? Or a gypsy? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was almost there. She watched him loitering close to the card tables, before a gentleman dressed as a harlequin called him, telling him to join them. He nodded, sitting down, and the cards were dealt. Alicia’s heart sank. He would be immersed in the game for probably half an hour or more now. She turned away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took another deep breath. It was just a minor setback, nothing to be concerned about. Lord Sebastian had taken her out just about every day in the last few weeks, and he was attentive towards her. Her mother had excitedly confided that the duchess had told her that her son was open now to the possibility of marriage. Both Lady Hastings and the duchess were anticipating an announcement of betrothal tonight, but for that to happen, she had to speak to the marquis alone. Whenever she had tried to bring up the subject previously he had brushed her off. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A footman glided by, balancing four flutes of champagne high above his head on a tray. She stopped him, taking a glass. She needed something to quell the nerves. She was so close to her prize, but it was evading her. And she couldn’t stop the pressing knowledge that even though he was receptive and she was inching him ever closer, he still really didn’t like her that much. She could see it in his eyes sometimes, when he gazed at her, a little coldly, and in the way his smile tightened when she spoke of things that interested her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia drained the champagne glass, feeling the bubbles rise into her nose. That was better. She swayed slightly as she moved forward. It didn’t matter that the marquis didn’t like her, as long as he put that all important ring on her finger. As long as she would be a duchess one day. She could deal with his coldness and his patronising stare. She could deal with all of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly she spotted Lord Percy. Determinedly, she made her way over to him. Her heart started to beat just a little faster. She took a deep breath, trying to slow down her heartbeat as she gazed at him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked dashing, and handsome, dressed in a medieval costume of bright green, with a pointed hat on his head sprouting a red feather. He took off his black mask. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well?” he said slowly. “Do you recognise me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia laughed. “I do, my lord.” Her eyes travelled over his costume once more. “Are you from Sherwood Forest?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy laughed as well. “Well spotted, Miss Drake. I am Robin Hood himself, come to steal from the rich and give to the poor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia smiled widely. “I do not think my mother would be happy if you took off with all her good silver, my lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His eyes travelled over her slowly. “You look simply divine,” he whispered, his eyes lingering. “You would be at home in Sherwood Forest too. A medieval princess, I am assuming?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia nodded with satisfaction. Her mother had spotted the red and gold medieval gown in the costume shop and declared that it was simply perfect, and indeed Alicia had gasped when she had seen it. It was richly embroidered, with a tight bustier and a flowing chiffon cloak. She had let her golden curls flow freely, so that her hair hung halfway down her back, and covered them with a simple headdress of white net. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Royal Highness.” He mock bowed, sweeping his hat off his head. “I have never seen a lovelier princess.” He straightened, gazing at her, his eyes shining. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia took another champagne from a passing footman, draining half of it. She could see Percy staring at her, a little confused, but she ignored the look. This was her ball, after all, and she could celebrate it any way she chose. Why couldn’t she have a few champagnes and relax a little? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She giggled. “I shall never be a princess,” she said, slurring a little. “Not really. But I shall become a duchess one day.” She raised her chin, staring him straight in the eye. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy stared at her, sadly. “You are determined to pursue that course? Even after everything?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia nodded decisively, draining her glass. She stopped a footman, placing the empty glass on the tray and grabbing a fresh one. “It is happening, my lord. Your brother and I have grown closer these past few weeks and I am anticipating an announcement very soon.” She lowered her voice, leaning towards him. “In fact, it may be this evening.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy paled. “Please, Miss Drake. Do not do this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why not?” She sipped her champagne, gazing at him. “Why on earth shouldn’t I become a duchess? I am a lady, am I not? I am good enough, aren’t I?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was silent for a moment. “You are more than good enough, Miss Drake. I have made it plain how I feel about you and my feelings have not changed.” He paused. “In fact, they have only grown stronger since you returned the necklace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia reddened slightly, turning away. “You should not say such things to me. I made it perfectly clear that I am not receptive to it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He reached out and took her arm. “Please, Miss Drake. You must understand.” He lowered his voice. “I will not try to stop you if it is what you really want. If you truly love my brother, and desire to be his wife. But I do not think that is the case.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia’s colour deepened. “You do not know what is in my heart.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stepped forward. He was standing so close she could see a pulse beating in his neck. “I think that I do. I think that you do have feelings for me, but you refuse to acknowledge them, because your mother has brainwashed you to believe that the only thing that matters is for you to become a duchess.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia’s eyes widened. “You are bold, sir. To say such a thing to me.” She turned her face away, breathing heavily. “To claim to know what is in my heart. You do not know me in the slightest.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, but I do.” He kept staring at her. “I know you better than you think, Miss Drake. I know that you only do this because you have been told to do it. Not because you love my brother, and that is deception.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia glared at him. “I do not have to stay here and listen to this.” She drew herself up to her full height. “Not at all.” She turned to walk away, but he halted her with a hand on her arm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will not stop you,” he said slowly. “But you must know how deeply I admire you.” He hesitated. “I think that you are the most beautiful woman I have ever known in my life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia gasped, her heart quickening again. She opened her mouth to respond, to cut him down again, but strangely no words came out. All she could do was gaze at him as a lump formed in her throat and tears pricked behind her eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will not stop you,” he repeated, whispering. “But you must know that if you marry my brother without love, then I shall do the same. I shall find another woman and marry, knowing that love will never grow between us. How could it? I have already given away my heart.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia stared at him, dismayed, a strange feeling choking her. “You would not do it. You would not marry without love. It is pitiful!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is only what you seek,” he said slowly. “And what my brother would do as well. He does not love you, Miss Drake, and he never will. If he agrees to marry you, it is only because our parents have pressured him to do so, just like yours have pressured you. Who is truly the pitiful one here?” He gazed at her steadily. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia gazed at him. A torrent of emotions had her in their grip. She felt as though she were being tossed by them, like she was adrift at sea in a storm, clinging only to a branch. Why must he always do this to her? She had felt so triumphant this evening as she was getting dressed. She had firmly pressed down any doubts that she had been having and was so looking forward to parading around this room with the marquis on her arm, seeing all the envious looks and knowing that she had snared him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy continued to gazed at her. Anger flared to life in her once again, and roughly she shook away his hand. Tears were threatening to spill, and she could not have that. She was the belle of the ball and everyone would notice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She glared at him, then turned on her heel, stumbling away. All the champagne she had consumed was making her head spin. The only thing she knew was that she had to get away from him, right now, before he kept whispering his poison words to her. Before everything that she had worked so hard for started to crumble away in front of her eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She wove through the crowd, suddenly feeling hemmed in. Lord Sebastian must be finished at the card table by now, surely? She found her way to them, staring around wildly. He wasn’t where he had been sitting. He had vanished again into the crowd, as if he were deliberately eluding her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her heart sank. A suitor who admired her and desired her company would have sought her out straight away. He should be searching for her as keenly as she was searching for him. A real suitor would not rest until he had found her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But Lord Sebastian wasn’t that suitor. He play-acted at being one, but he wasn’t. Everything that Lord Percy had said was true. She had always known it, of course. Just before, in this very room, she had resolved herself to the fact that she would be marrying without love. She had told herself that it didn’t matter, that the riches and title he would bestow on her would be enough. That it had to be enough. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But now, her head swimming with champagne, she didn’t know anymore. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stepped down from the carriage, staring around. The fashionable townhouse on Grosvenor Square was brightly lit and she could see people milling around in the foyer, in full masquerade costume. She gripped Diana’s arm, her eyes widening. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We shall dance tonight,” she declared. “We shall dance as if there is no tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana laughed. “We shall indeed, dearest.” She stared at her sister’s face. “You look … different, Lottie. As if Mama’s words have freed something within you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte nodded. “It is true, Di.” She took a deep breath. “I was shocked to hear about Aunt Eliza’s accident, of course, and how much pain she endured in her life. About how she was determined to keep it a secret, and Mama was roped into that as well. But I must admit that Mama has done me a great favour in telling me at long last.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana nodded. “She has. It was brave of her to finally admit it and to seek your forgiveness.” She squeezed her sister’s hand. “Things will change now. You will no longer be the forgotten daughter, dearest. You shall be the shining star.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte felt tears prickle behind her eyes. At that moment, George approached them, staring at them as if they were quite mad. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are you two whispering about?” he said. “You can gossip together any time. We have a ball to go to.” He sidled in between them, holding out both his arms, gazing from one to the other. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stared at her brother, barely suppressing a giggle. George was dressed as the Roman Emperor Nero, to match Diana’s goddess, complete with toga and imperial red cape. A circlet of vine leaves was perched on his head, and at great difficulty they had even managed to find a pair of leather Roman sandals. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You look so imperious, George,” said Charlotte, her mouth twitching. “Please don’t feed us to the lions if we do not behave tonight.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George’s eyes twinkled. “If you do not behave tonight, then I am afraid I must send you both into the arena, and you must battle until the death. Gladiator-style.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana’s smile widened. “We shall have to put our masks on then, to avoid your tyranny, brother. Shall we?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They raised their masks, taking George’s arm, and walked towards the steps. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte gripped the champagne flute tightly, gazing around at the spectacle. Lord and Lady Hastings had not spared any expense, she thought, sipping the drink. There was a veritable sea of flowers in the ballroom and enough candles to light the whole of London, she thought. While it was impressive, it was also a tad ostentatious. A bit like Lady Hastings and her daughter, she thought grimly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The gentlemen and ladies had risen to the occasion and the rooms were teeming with people in costume. Charlotte had spotted a lady dressed as Good Queen Bess, complete with a dress so wide she could barely fit through a doorway and a flaming red wig. A group of young ladies fluttered by, all friends obviously, dressed as the Vestal Virgins, in matching white gowns and long white veils. They giggled into their hands as they adjusted their masks. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is quite a show, is it not?” said Diana, taking a sip of her champagne. “I almost feel as if I am at one of the travelling fairs, near Salbridge.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George took a sip of his own champagne. “You are not far wrong, Di. I think a lot of this crowd could join the fair as freaks and be right at home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled. “George! You are awful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He grinned. “You know it is true. London society is like a microcosm of a fair, anyway. Everyone is always on display and honing their act.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte burst out laughing and Diana joined in. All three were laughing merrily when a tall figure dressed entirely in black except for a gold mask on his face, approached them. The laughter died down and they all stared at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The man took off his mask. Charlotte gasped. It was Lord Sebastian. She hadn’t recognised him at all in his costume, but she had to admit he cut a dashing figure. The black silk domino cloak he wore had a deep hood, which he pulled down as well, staring at them all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They all curtseyed and bowed, as he did. Then he turned his vivid green eyes to Charlotte. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are a perfect Queen of the Nile,” he said slowly. “I noticed you as soon as you walked into the room, Lady Charlotte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte blushed furiously, not knowing what to say. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He turned to George and Diana. “Your costumes are spot on, as well,” he said. “The very epitome of ancient Rome.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” said Diana, smiling. “I hope I do not display my ignorance, but what is your costume?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian smiled. “I am a highwayman, Lady Diana. You may take your pick as to which.” His smile widened. “I rather fancy myself as Dick Turpin, perhaps, on his overnight ride to London on his horse Black Bess.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have always loved that story,” said Charlotte, smiling. “It is romantic, is it not? The story of the highwayman riding on his horse, as black as the night.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” said Sebastian, turning back to her. “I rather thought that you would like romantic tales of dashing highwaymen, Lady Charlotte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They stared at one another. Charlotte felt a prickling underneath her skin and the hairs on her arms stood on end. She had that same dizzying sensation she had on the night at the assembly rooms, when he had held her in his arms, and waltzed her around the room. As if everyone else had suddenly been erased and it was just the two of them, facing each other. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ahem.” George cleared his throat. He turned to Diana. “Would you like to go for a wander around the room, Diana? Take in the costumes?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana smiled widely. “I thought you would never ask, brother of mine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They wandered off before Charlotte could object. She turned back to Sebastian, blushing again. “I do not know why they have rushed off like that. I do apologise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian gazed at her. “Do you not, Lady Charlotte? I can guess.” He smiled. “And I, for one, am quite happy at having you all to myself, even if we are surrounded by people.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She gazed at him. “You are too kind, my lord.” She looked down at the floor. “Are you enjoying the evening?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shrugged. “The usual assortment,” he said crisply. “They might have masks on, but they are still the same, behind the costumes.” He paused. “It is the same crowd that does the circuit, year in, year out. Which is one of the reasons that a face as fresh as yours is so welcome.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte blushed anew, not knowing what to say. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I missed you,” he said, suddenly. “That was why I came to see you, when you weren’t on the circuit for a while. I was worried about you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte forced herself to laugh. “There was nothing to worry about, my lord. I am used to the country life and being in London and socialising so much was taxing for me.” She took a deep breath. “There was nothing more to it than that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stared at her, hard. “Then why did you refuse to see me?” he whispered fiercely.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She blinked back tears. “I am sorry, my lord. It was wrong of me.” She took a deep breath. “All I can say is that I thought you were better off forgetting all about me, and that if I had received your visit it would only encourage your … interest in me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But why?” His dark eyebrows were knotted. “Why should I be better off forgetting all about you? You are worth a hundred of anyone in this room. A thousand.” He blinked rapidly. “I have never met a woman like you, Lady Charlotte. No other lady holds a candle to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My lord,” she said, “you are too generous in your assessment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He took a deep breath. “Have I done something to offend you in some way? Is that it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, no,” she cried, tears filling her eyes. Why was this so difficult? This was the reason she had tried to end the acquaintance cleanly and sharply. Because it always came back to trying to cover up her malady. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It always came back to the malady. Just like poor Aunt Eliza had lived constantly under the curse of her own condition. She should never have talked to him, she thought furiously. Never have encouraged him in anyway. It was her own fault entirely, that this very best of men was questioning himself, thinking that he had done something wrong. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Charlotte,” he said urgently. “Please, do not get upset. We shall talk of it no more.” He stared at her. “Perhaps, we could just enjoy this evening, since I see you so rarely now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stared at him. “When I saw you on Bond Street you were escorting Miss Drake.” She hesitated. “You seemed … closer than when I had last seen you together.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian’s face reddened. “Yes, well, we all have to do our duty,” he said, a touch bitterly. “And Miss Drake, I fear, has become a duty that I have taken on, along with everything else.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stared at him. What did he mean? Was he saying that he still had no feelings for Miss Drake? Oh, if only she could dispense with all the social etiquette and just ask him outright. If only she could warn him about the lady and what she was capable of. But she couldn’t, could she? Her tongue was bound, just as it was about her malady. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you remember when we danced?” he whispered now, gazing at her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled slightly. “I have never forgotten it. My first waltz.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stared around the room. “They are not dancing a waltz at the moment, Lady Charlotte, but it would still be my pleasure to take you to the dancefloor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She hesitated. Should she? One part of her knew she was flirting with danger, once again. It would only stir up feelings that should be buried, and she knew it was the same for him as it was for her. She would be cruel to do such a thing. She had worked so hard to forget him and had made him angry by refusing to see him at her home so that he would forget her. To dance with him again would undo all of that. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But he was standing there, gazing at her with such emotion. He extended his hand. She stared down at it, still hesitating. She could not do it to him again. Not here, not now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had promised that she would dance like there was no tomorrow. She gently placed her hand in his and let him lead her to the floor, feeling her feet barely touch the ground.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia worked her way through the crowd, grabbing another champagne glass on the way. It was so hot, and she was thirsty. She gulped it down like water, then continued scanning the room. Her gaze grew still at the dancers on the floor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was there. He held a lady’s hand and led her around the floor. For a moment Alicia couldn’t make out who it was. The lady was dressed as Cleopatra, and the costume was stunning. A simple gown of bright gold that displayed a brilliant gold necklace, set with ruby and turquoise stones. The lady’s dark hair was straight, in the Egyptian style, and on her head rested a golden circlet, with a cobra rearing up from the centre. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The lady turned her face, and Alicia gasped. It was Lady Charlotte. She had not only dared to come, but he had found her, in amongst this crowd. As she watched them dancing the quadrille, she felt tears prick behind her eyes once again. He had not searched for her, but he had searched for Lady Charlotte. It was obvious that he was genuinely fond of her. No, thought Alicia, it was even more than that. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was in love with her. It was apparent in every look, and in the way that he moved. This small, unassuming woman, who tried not to draw attention, had somehow managed to sneak her way into the heart of London’s most eligible bachelor without even trying. While the machinations of her mother – as well as a small fortune and a strategic plan worthy of a military operation - had not moved him in the slightest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia studied her carefully. Lady Hastings declared Lady Charlotte Lumley as dull as a church mouse, but she knew that was wrong. The lady had an understated beauty, with her dark hair and flashing dark eyes. She was elegant in a way that Alicia could never hope to be, she thought despairingly. She was also witty and clever and well-read. She enjoyed highbrow opera. No wonder the marquis preferred her, she thought. They complemented each other’s tastes well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She flagged a little. There was no use trying anymore. He preferred Lady Charlotte Lumley and that was that. She should just give up and bow out gracefully. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The music ended, and the dancers clapped politely. She watched Lord Sebastian leading Charlotte off the dancefloor to a private corner, where he took two champagne glasses, handing one to her. They laughed together softly, never once taking their eyes off each other. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There you are,” said an imperious voice just behind her. She jumped, turning around. It was Mama. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere, Alicia.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia stared at her mother, frowning. The costume that she wore looked more than a little frightening. She was dressed as Medusa, the monster woman from Greek mythology, who had snakes as hair that turned people to stone if they gazed upon her. Alicia’s eyes travelled over her mother, from the wig made of a dozen especially crafted snakes to the bilious green gown with webbed gossamer wings at the back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was appropriate, thought Alicia darkly. Lady Hastings was known to turn a few people to stone with her acid tongue and tenacious manner. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother was staring at Lord Sebastian and Lady Charlotte across the room. She turned to Alicia, her chest heaving heavily. “I cannot believe the audacity. She decided to come!” She paused, her voice full of venom. “What are you doing here, gaping at them? Go over there, now and put an end to it once and for all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia stilled. “What are you saying, Mama?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hastings gritted her teeth. “I am telling you to walk over there, Alicia, and reveal the ace up your sleeve.” She took a deep breath. “He is still enamoured of her, just as you said. It will not change of its own accord, so we have to change it. Tell him what you know about her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia’s blood ran cold. “Mama, do not make me do it,” she hissed. “Not here. Not now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why not now?” Her mother stuck out her chin stubbornly. “We have tried to prune it, but it is obvious that it must be pulled out at the root. Tell him what his darling Charlotte is – a sickly woman who will surely go to an early grave.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia closed her eyes. Her head was spinning again. She didn’t want to have a confrontation with Lady Charlotte. She did not want to see the dislike flashing in the eyes of Lord Sebastian when he realised how low she had stooped. She didn’t want any of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She glanced longingly across the crowded room. Where was Lord Percy? But she couldn’t see him. He had disappeared. He could not help her. He could not save her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother was pushing her, now. “Do it. Go over to them and do as I say.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia took a deep breath. She didn’t look back at her mother for fear that the hatred she felt for her in that moment would be plain on her face. Instead, she walked slowly towards the man and the woman, with dread in her heart. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She didn’t have a choice. She had never had a choice. That was what Lord Percy had always failed to understand. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia felt herself trembling as she walked towards the marquis and Lady Charlotte. They hadn’t even spotted her yet, so caught up in each other that they were oblivious to everything around them. The marquis was leaning towards her, one arm on the wall behind her head, and she was leaning against the wall, champagne glass in hand. It was almost as though he was trying to ensnare her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia took a deep breath, ducking around a group, and then she was standing right in front of them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At first they didn’t even notice her. Then Lady Charlotte’s dark eyes seemed to cloud over, and she stiffened slightly, staring at her. Lord Sebastian turned around, looking puzzled. Alicia saw the disappointment in his eyes when he registered her, quickly masked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He bowed slightly. “Miss Drake.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She curtseyed. “My lord. I must say, you have been leading me on a merry dance.” She forced a smile onto her face. “I have been searching for you all evening. But, alas, you have been elusive.” She paused slightly. “I see now why that is so. Lady Charlotte, your costume is exquisite. For a moment, I was quite convinced it was the Queen of Egypt in our midst.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte inclined her head, staring at her warily. “Miss Drake. I thank you for your kind words. Your costume is wonderful, too. Are you a princess?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia laughed softly. “I am indeed. Perhaps I am Guinevere herself.” She hesitated, for a moment, wanting to run far away from them. She turned around and saw her mother watching them keenly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had no choice. She had to go in for the kill. She had been ordered, rather like an assassin, she thought darkly. An assassin that creeps stealthily behind, ready to stick the knife in the back and twist it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took another deep breath, turning back to Charlotte. “Yes, an exquisite costume, Lady Charlotte. Although I rather do wonder why you insist on wearing gloves to accompany it.” She arched her brows. “I do not think that Cleopatra was wont to wear them. It rather spoils the effect, don’t you think?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte paled. “I prefer them, that is all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia laughed again. It came out shrill and brittle. “Is that really the reason, Lady Charlotte? Or is there another reason why you insist on wearing your gloves, perhaps?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stared at her. “I am sure I don’t know to what you are referring, Miss Drake.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think that you do.” She took another breath. “I think that the reason that you insist on wearing your gloves, even though it mars the costume, is that they serve you. Do they help in not spreading the disease that ails you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte gasped. Lord Sebastian looked shocked, staring at Alicia as if she were mad. “What are you talking about, Miss Drake?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia ignored him, turning back to Charlotte. A stab of pity entered her heart, watching the woman’s devastated face. She had paled further, if that was possible, so that her complexion resembled marble, and her dark eyes flashed with emotion. She stared at Alicia as if she were beholding something dangerous, like a snake, that might turn and bite at any second. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is not contagious,” she hissed, her dark eyes glittering. “It is far from contagious. You really shouldn’t be so concerned about my health, Miss Drake.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia stepped back a little, feigning surprise. “Oh, I do apologise then, Lady Charlotte. I have heard that the sickness that avails you might indeed be contagious and thought perhaps you wore the gloves to make sure that it does not spread to other people.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian swivelled from one to the other. “What on earth are you talking about? Lady Charlotte, what sickness is Miss Drake referring to?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte turned to him. She rather looked as though she were about to faint, thought Alicia, another stab of misgiving entering her heart. What foul genie had she unleashed from its bottle in uttering these words? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is just an allergy, my lord,” said Charlotte faintly. “Nothing more. I suffer from it, from time to time, but it is nothing to be concerned about.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia squared her shoulders, her heart thumping uncomfortably in her chest. “An allergy? Indeed? If what you say is true, Lady Charlotte, then perhaps you could take off your gloves. If your condition is not contagious, then you should have no compunction about doing such a thing. And you shall prove that the rumours about you are indeed erroneous.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte’s dark eyes glittered. “I have no such compunction, Miss Drake.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly, she reefed the gloves off her arms, throwing them to the ground, where they lay between them. Charlotte raised her arms slowly. Alicia could see a slight tremor, shuddering through her hands and forearms, causing them to jerk slightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you satisfied, now?” asked Charlotte, in a small voice. “Are you satisfied, now that you have revealed my secret?” Her chest rose and fell dramatically. “It was always your intention, wasn’t it, Miss Drake?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia stared at her, her heart sinking. She felt about as low as she had ever felt in her life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you happy?” Charlotte’s voice was threaded with anger. “I rather think that you are not, Miss Drake. Because in doing this, you condemn yourself to marry a man who does not love you. A man you do not love either. All for status, and title, and riches. That is the type of person that you are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia opened her mouth, but no words came out. Her eyes swivelled to Lord Sebastian. He looked utterly bewildered, trying desperately to understand this sudden and strange turn of events. He looked as though he were incapable of speech in that moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte took a deep breath. “I do not envy you, you know,” she said slowly. “You think that all must, because you are beautiful and charming, but it is a lie. You are a mercenary, Miss Drake. Willing to sell yourself to the highest bidder.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia gasped, feeling as if a knife had entered her heart. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Miss Drake. I rather think that it is you that is to be pitied,” she continued. “You think by exposing me that you win. But rather, you lose.” She paused, taking a deep breath. “My fragile health has shown me that we only have one life to live, and I want to live my own life the way that I want. I do not care a fig for needless riches or useless glory. I do not care what other people will say about me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia stepped back feeling as if she was burnt. Her head was swimming and she felt slightly sick. All the champagne she had consumed that evening, quaffing like water, reared up in her throat, tasting like acid.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had only done this because her mother had forced her to. But she couldn’t tell the angry and hurt woman standing before her any of that. She couldn’t redeem herself, in Lady Charlotte’s eyes or the eyes of Lord Sebastian, who was staring at her as if she were a foul creature that had slithered from a pit.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath, desperately trying to fight down the waves of nausea that were washing over her. It was true – everything that Lady Charlotte said was true. She was a mercenary, a shallow and deceitful woman, who would stoop to whatever means necessary to secure the life that her mother desired for her. She deserved her contempt. And her pity. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No, she couldn’t say anything about that either. She had started this and she was forced to continue the charade, as if she were an actor in a play. She had been assigned this role and she had to play it out, to the bitter end. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had never had a choice in it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, fie, Lady Charlotte!” Her voice came out as a squeak. “I rather think that your sickness is affecting your mind as well. Are you unstable, on top of the physical sickness that ails you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stared at her, dark eyes wide and full of pain. She turned to his lordship, almost beseechingly, and then without another word she fled through the crowd. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Sebastian gasped, but Alicia laid a hand on his arm. “I rather think that Lady Charlotte needs some time alone. You should give it to her, my lord. You don’t want to unhinge her any further, do you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia stared up at him, forcing a smile onto her face. Yes, she was despicable. A vile creature who used a woman’s pain for her own gain. But the damage was done now, and all she needed was to press home the point. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She would triumph. The seeds of doubt had been sown in the marquis’s mind about Lady Charlotte Lumley now, and he was as much a puppet of his own parents as she was of hers. Their desire that he marry a suitable woman was strong. A woman of sound health, and character, and mind. She had exposed Lady Charlotte as none of those things. She could never be the future Duchess of Richley, and he must see that as clearly as she did. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte pressed through the crowd, feeling dizzy, almost as though her legs might buckle beneath her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The crowd pressed in on her, looming in a nightmarish way. Her eyes widened as she took in the white masks hiding their faces. They were laughing and drinking champagne, their chatter loud and grating. She stumbled against a man dressed as a gypsy with a long flowing cape, and he stared down at her with cold eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you quite well, madam?” he asked, staring at her. “Perhaps you have had too many champagnes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His friends tittered, throwing their heads back. Cold eyes upon her, from every direction. Despite her strong words to Alicia, she didn’t want them talking about her. She didn’t want them looking at her in this insolent, contemptuous fashion, as if she were a loathsome bug that had scurried out from beneath a floorboard. Ever since the accident she had avoided company for this very reason. Because she didn’t want to be gossiped about. Because she wanted to hide her malady, like a wounded animal hid away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She reeled away from them, pressing on through the crowd. They would all know. All of this fine society would be aware by the end of this evening what had happened, and that she was indeed a sick woman. Miss Drake had achieved her goal with just a few carefully placed words. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had risen to the bait, she thought desperately. She had admitted it, in front of Lord Sebastian. She had been waiting for his eyes to turn cold as he finally realised what she had been keeping from him all this time. The deception. She had scolded Miss Drake for lying, but she was just as bad as the other woman. She had kept it from him, even when he had begged her to tell him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He would never forgive her for it. Never. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She pressed on through the crowd, her eyes frantically searching. Where were George and Diana? But she couldn’t see them anywhere. The masks. Everyone was wearing masks, and she couldn’t make out who was who. She had to find them. They had to leave this horrible place now. She should never have come. She had invaded enemy territory and she was paying the price. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There. Her eyes lit up as she spied a Roman costume through the crowd. Desperately she pushed through, laying her hand on the man’s arm. He swivelled around, staring down at her questioningly, a white mask over his eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her hand jerked back as if it had been burnt. It wasn’t George. The man was of a similar height and had a similar costume on, but it wasn’t him. It wasn’t her brother. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can I help you, madam?” the man asked, eyeing her warily. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” she gasped. “I thought you were someone else.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stumbled onwards. She needed to sit down, but she couldn’t see any chairs. They had to have chairs in this place, didn’t they? Somewhere she could wait and compose herself as she waited to spot George and Diana. Desperately, her eyes scanned the room, but she couldn’t see them. Everyone was standing, mingling, or dancing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was almost to the foyer now. It was less crowded there. Footmen stood on either side, solemn and stiff. There were a few gentlemen and ladies who had just arrived, waiting to be announced to the company. They reminded her of a flock of birds, bright in their plumage, and chattering wildly, ready to join the company and dance, and drink champagne without a care in the world. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stared at them. She could never be like them. She wasn’t one of them. The London beau monde, who conducted their lives with the utmost propriety, and where scandal was to be avoided at all cost. The beau monde, who preened like peacocks, judging all who were not like them. She should have been a part of this world, but she wasn’t. She realised that she never could be. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was different. A wounded bird, who had never repaired her wings. She didn’t belong here. Lord Sebastian did and so did Miss Drake. She suddenly realised that they were probably perfect for one another. He was to become a duke one day, after all, and all he needed was a decorous and shallow wife who knew how to live in this world. A wife who had no hint of scandal attached to her, who would own the title of duchess, fitting into it like a glove. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It wasn’t her. There was no room for real emotion in this world. As long as things appeared well, they were. All else could be fabricated. Gentlemen and ladies could marry without love and do it without blinking an eye. Lord Sebastian was going to do it, and so was Miss Drake. It was normal in this society. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had to get out of here. Now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She pushed past the new arrivals in the foyer, heading towards the entrance. Walking through the door, she was dismayed to find a fine drizzling rain falling from the sky. Desperately, she looked up and down the street, searching for their carriage. She could wait in it, couldn’t she, for George and Diana? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But there were so many lined up against the pavement, either disgorging their occupants or waiting for them, that she couldn’t see it. They all looked the same, like dark pods. Coachmen were standing in the street, talking to each other in groups, waiting for their gentlemen and ladies. She scanned their faces to find Barnes, their coachman. But she couldn’t see him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked back at the house, hesitating. She didn’t want to go back in there. It was almost a physical aversion, as though her body were refusing to obey her mind.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The rain started to fall harder. She was going to be drenched soon, but she didn’t care. It was not that far to Piccadilly and Acton House, was it? She remembered the route the coachman had taken. Her parents would be stunned if she arrived on the doorstep, soaking and without her brother and sister. But she could explain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She didn’t think any more about it. She took a deep breath, and ran down the street, fleeing into the night, only briefly registering the curious looks of the coachmen as she passed by. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stared down at Miss Drake’s hand on his arm with distaste. She looked a little shaken, but she was recovering quickly, filled with the almost brittle bravado that was her signature. He could see the fierce light of determination in her eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What was that about?” he hissed. “What have you done?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She reeled back, a little, looking shocked, staring at him with dismay. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Lord Castlereagh and Lady Diana pushed through the crowd towards them. Sebastian could see that George was furious and Diana grim-faced. Everyone stared at them as they passed, muttering under their breaths. But the Lumleys didn’t care a jot, by the look of it. They looked fierce, like mother hens who had discovered a hawk in the coop, threatening their chick. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia stiffened as they approached, taking her hand away from his arm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where is Charlotte?” demanded George, looking from one to the other. “We heard that there was an altercation of some kind.” He stared at Alicia contemptuously. “And I can guess what it was about, Miss Drake.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia smiled vaguely, then bent down, picking up Charlotte’s gloves. “You might like to return these to Lady Charlotte, Lord Castlereagh. She became most distressed and threw them onto the floor.” She rolled her eyes. “She is emotional, isn’t she? One would almost say unhinged.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana quickly took the gloves, staring at Alicia fiercely. “Charlotte would not have discarded her gloves without provocation, Miss Drake. What did you say to her to make her do it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia gazed at her steadily. “I merely asked if the rumours about her sickness are true, that is all. Do you have something to hide about it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George cursed under his breath, staring at her. “There are names for ladies such as yourself, Miss Drake, and I am afraid that none of them are complementary.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia reddened. “You are insulting, sir. You should not speak to a lady in such a manner.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No?” George was livid. “A lady should not behave the way that you have, Miss Drake. Are you proud of yourself, for forcing our sister to become so overwrought? For attacking her in such a manner?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia opened her mouth but didn’t say anything. Her eyes darted from left to right, as if she were desperately seeking an escape route but couldn’t find one. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Our sister is the bravest woman you will ever meet,” said Diana icily. “We alone have been witnesses to all the pain she has suffered and what she has endured, through no fault of her own.” She took a deep breath. “Why would you seek to cause her more pain, when she has done nothing to you to deserve such brutality?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stared at George and Diana shocked. They were confirming that his dear Charlotte had suffered and was still suffering. From an ailment that was still a mystery to him, but he now knew was serious. Was that the reason she had refused to see him that day when he had arrived at Acton House? Had she been suffering under its grip, whatever it was? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He thought of the way she had ripped the gloves from her hands, almost challengingly, under the attack from Miss Drake. Alicia had dared her to do it and in that moment she was feeling the pressure. He knew how much it would have cost her to do such a thing. Charlotte was a deeply private person. She had hidden this ailment from the world for that reason, and he realised that this was why she had stayed in the country, a virtual recluse, all these years. She did not wish to expose herself, to such censure, from people like Miss Drake. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dear God,” he muttered, staring at them. “Is she all right? I will do anything to save her from pain …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George stared at him, his face pinched and strained. “It is the reason that she wanted to stay away from you, my lord.” He turned back to Alicia. “Because she knew that people like Miss Drake would twist it and judge her and find her wanting. As if she was somehow sullied through such a thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Our sister has been melancholy with it, my lord,” said Diana. “She tries to keep her spirits up and live her life the way that she wants to, but sometimes it overwhelms her.” She took a deep breath. “But she is brave, and strong, and it never defeats her. Never.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I fear for her now, though,” said George, glancing fiercely at Alicia. “To have been attacked in such a manner, and in public, will be deeply mortifying to her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia fanned herself vigorously, her eyes wild, looking like a spooked horse. For a moment, Sebastian thought she was going to faint. Then she turned, sharply, and without a further word to any of them pushed through the crowd. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That woman is a snake,” said George, viciously, watching her depart. “You know how she found out about what was wrong with Charlotte? She sent one of her maids to our house, seeking information. So that she could discredit her like this.” He stared at Sebastian. “Why is Miss Drake so threatened by our sister, my lord, that she would stoop to such tactics?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian’s lips thinned. A raging anger had overtaken him, at what Miss Drake had just done to his beloved Charlotte. At first, he had been merely shocked, almost unable to react, as it had all unfolded. But now that he knew the story – or as much of it as he needed to know, for now – he saw the truth of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miss Drake had seen them together and was jealous. She had deliberately approached them with the intent of publicly humiliating Charlotte and discredit her in his eyes. Alicia had thought that by doing so, she would push Charlotte out of his life, once and for all. That when he heard that she was sick and ailing he would discard his feelings for her as if they were a pile of rags. Thus paving the way for Alicia to finally snare her prize. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He took a deep breath. Miss Drake had overplayed her hand and it had backfired. The only pariah was her. Other people at this ball had heard her cruel play, and he would make it known who he supported. It wasn’t Miss Drake. He didn’t care anymore what his parents said, how they were pressuring him to court her, with a view to marriage. He didn’t care about any of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is beyond contempt,” he said slowly, staring at George and Diana. “I know the reason why she has done it, but it will not get her what she wants. Quite the opposite, in fact.” He kept gazing at them. “Thank you for telling me. And now, if you will excuse me, I must find Charlotte and see that she is well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George nodded. “Yes, please try. We will look for her too.” He blinked back tears. “We are worried about her, my lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian nodded. “Never fear. I will find her if it is the last thing that I do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He bowed quickly, then fled into the crowd. He had to find her. His sweet Charlotte, who had endured so much and had suffered again tonight. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was weaving his way through the crowd, desperately searching for her, when someone laid a hand on his arm. He turned around, distracted, to see his old friend Lord Freddie Burrows standing there, a glass of champagne in hand. He ran an eye over his outfit quickly. Freddie was dressed as a monk, in a hessian brown robe with a large black cross hanging from the belt, and a deep hood. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was wondering if you were here, old boy,” said Freddie, grinning. “Fancy a game of whist at the tables?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian shook his head impatiently. “Not now, Burrows. I have to find someone …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Freddie gazed at him steadily. “Would that someone be Lady Charlotte Lumley, by any chance?” He raised his eyebrows. “I saw you with her earlier, and I saw her in the crowd afterwards, looking as though she were being pursued by the devil himself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You saw her?” Sebastian glared at him. “What way did she go? Do you know where she is?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Freddie raised his eyebrows higher, so they almost reached his hairline. “I think that you are making a mistake, old boy.” He took a sip of his champagne. “What have we discussed, about leaving Lady Charlotte alone? Her wild look as she pushed through this crowd says it all, really.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian’s eyes narrowed. He didn’t have time for this. “Is that right, Burrows? And what exactly makes you the expert on who I should stay away from and who I shouldn’t?” He paused. “For that matter, who says that it is any of your business?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Freddie looked surprised. “We’ve talked about this, Wharton. I told you that there is a cloud hanging over the lady, and her behaviour tonight only blackens it further.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Right.” His mouth twisted on the word. “You know, I thought that you, of all people, might not be so judgemental. You are supposed to be my friend.” He paused. “You have it all wrong. The only person here tonight whose behaviour has blackened her character is Miss Alicia Drake, who has stooped so low to publicly attack a woman of good character.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Freddie looked dumbfounded. “But there is obviously something amiss with Lady Charlotte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian took a deep breath. “You know what? I don’t care even if there is.” He paused. “I don’t care if she is sickly, or ailing, or if her family have tried to hide it from the world. What of it? I know her, Burrows, and I don’t care a fig for anything that is whispered about her, by people who do not know her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you must,” said Freddie, looking puzzled. “You are to become a duke, and reputation is everything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stared at him. There was no use speaking another word to his old friend. He had been misguided in his advice from the very beginning, even though it had come from what he thought was a good place. To Freddie, the only thing that mattered was status and reputation. He was entrenched in the beau monde, so much so that he couldn’t see the forest for the trees anymore. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian frowned. That was all that mattered to any of these people, and he had had quite enough of it. Freddie and his ilk would all applaud him for snaring a woman like Alicia Drake, who was as conniving and heartless a person as he had ever met, while looking down their noses at Charlotte, who was gentle, intelligent and almost luminous with beauty, inside and out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All that glitters is not gold, he thought grimly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He knew what side of the fence he wanted to be on. He was only sorry that he had ever listened to Freddie, or his parents, or anyone who had egged him into courting Miss Drake and discarding Charlotte in the process. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had been weak-willed, and easily swayed, and he was heartily ashamed of himself. He didn’t care if his father cut off his allowance, or his mother wouldn’t talk to him, or Freddie suddenly decided that he didn’t want to be tainted by association for daring to think for himself. None of it mattered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He took a deep breath. The only thing that mattered was finding Charlotte. Without another word he walked away, pushing back through the crowd. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stood in the centre of the room, staring around. Twice he had done the circuit of it, and still he couldn’t see her anywhere. He had gone into the gaming room, where the card tables were full to overflowing with gentlemen, and the supper room, where the dowagers stuffed their faces with the delicacies on offer and sat together gossiping about the crowd. She wasn’t in there, either. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was at a loss. Where was she? Suddenly, he spied her sister, weaving through the crowd. He walked towards her quickly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you found her yet?” he asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana shook her head, a deep frown on her face. “Both George and I have been searching, but we cannot see her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He sighed deeply. “Could she have gone to your carriage? To get away from the crowd?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana looked surprised. “I would think it unlikely, but I suppose there is always the chance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will go out there now,” he said. “Do not worry. I will find her. I promise you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana looked relieved, nodding. He turned and walked back through the crowd, towards the foyer. At the doorway he frowned, glancing up at the sky. It was raining, and it was getting heavier. He darted down the steps towards the carriages, all lined up in a row along the street. The coachmen were all clustered together in a corner, where there was some shelter. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He ran up to them. “Which one of you is the driver for the Earl of Montgomery?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The men all stared at him as if he were mad. “That would be Barnes,” said one eventually. “But he ain’t here. He cleared off to the ale house around the corner, saying he’d be back in an hour or so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian sighed heavily. “Which is their carriage? Have any of you seen a young lady going into it tonight?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s down the way there,” said the man, pointing. “But no one is in it, my lord.” He hesitated. “There was a young lady out here before.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Aye,” piped up another man. “A young lady, dressed up in a fancy costume.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What kind of costume?” asked Sebastian, a bit desperately. “Did she look like Cleopatra?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The men all looked blank. “Who’s she?” asked one, grinning. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian sighed impatiently. “The Queen of Egypt. She would have been wearing a golden gown, and a large gold necklace, and a circlet on her head, with a snake in the middle of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The men nodded. “That was her,” said the first man. “Dressed up all foreign like.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stared at him. “Well, where did she go? Did you see?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She was running like she was mad,” said one of the men. “Running through the rain. She didn’t take any notice of us, but we all thought it strange, a grand lady running by herself away from the ball.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian’s heart seized. “Which way did she go?” He stared at them hard. “Answer me!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One of the men pointed down the road. “That way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian didn’t wait a second longer. He ran down the street, heart thumping wildly. What on earth had possessed her to abandon the house and run away through the rain? A young lady who was never even allowed to walk by herself during the day in this city? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But he knew the answer. She had been desperate, needing to escape the ball. All because of the poisoned words of Miss Drake. She had felt alone, and overwhelmed. She had been publicly humiliated. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Where was she going? But he knew the answer to that, too. She was going home, to retreat into her shell once more. To escape the world. He knew which direction she would have taken. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stared up at the sky, willing it to stop raining. She was in danger, alone, on dark city streets at night in the rain. He had to get to her, before something happened. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sobbed quietly as she ran down the deserted cobblestone streets. If anyone passed by, at least they would not see her tears. It had been raining so hard that the drops from heaven had washed away all traces of them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was cold and drenched, her gown clinging to her flesh. Violent waves of shaking had overtaken her, and she could see goosepimples on her arms, the hairs standing on end. She hadn’t even retrieved her cloak from the house to protect her from the weather. She had been so intent on escaping that she had not thought any of this through properly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The rain slowed to a drizzle, and then stopped. She looked up, staring at the sky gratefully, but the damage had already been done. She was sopping. She imagined that she looked like a drowned rat. How would her parents react when they saw her? Her mother would scold her soundly for being so foolish. This was London not Devonshire, where she often wandered the hills alone. It was also night, and anyone could be out on these streets. Unsavoury characters, who would take advantage of a young lady alone. She shivered again, not with cold this time, but fear. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At least she hadn’t encountered anyone, she told herself, trying to boost her courage. No one, not even the dregs of London, wanted to be out walking on a night like this. She would be safe, if she was careful. For a split second, she contemplated returning to the ball, but knew it was just as foolish a thought as setting out by herself in the first place. She couldn’t go back to the ball like this, looking as though Cleopatra had fallen into the Nile itself. If she had felt judged and excluded before it would be as nothing compared to how they would treat her now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She saw the bridge that the carriage had crossed earlier just ahead. She smiled grimly, remembering her excitement at going to the ball. How she and Diana had been chattering madly in the coach, while George had looked on indulgently. She had felt that she had finally turned a corner with what her mother had told her about Aunt Eliza and their reconciliation. She had felt she could take on the world, brimming with possibility. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But she had forgotten that she was entering a viper’s nest. That if Miss Alicia Drake and her mother could stoop so low as to send one of their maids to find information about her, then they would not tolerate her entering their home and conversing with Lord Sebastian. She had known that the only reason they had invited her was because Miss Drake had been caught out and wanting to cover herself. She knew that. Yet she had still gone to that ball, full of expectation, not fully understanding the danger that she was in. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She thought of Miss Drake as she walked slowly towards the bridge. Had she been intending to confront her at the ball all along? Or had she been driven mad by jealousy, watching the marquis talking and dancing with her, and spontaneously decided to do it? It hardly mattered anymore. The result was the same. Lord Sebastian would never want to have anything more to do with her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She gritted her teeth, which were chattering violently, wrapping her arms around herself in a futile effort to keep out the cold. Perhaps it had been for the best after all. She had wanted him to leave her alone, hadn’t she? She had been rude to him, refusing to receive him at her home, just so he would get the message that she couldn’t see him anymore. Now, finally, she had got what she wanted, and yet it tasted like ashes in her mouth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the distance she heard a loud male voice singing a song. It was off key and rambling. She stiffened, looking around. Where had it come from? Then she saw a figure, stumbling towards her, from a side street. A man, dressed in rough trousers, shirt and waistcoat, with a cap on his head. He looked like a labourer. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She held her breath. The man stopped suddenly, staring at her, scratching his head with an exaggerated motion. She frowned. What was wrong with him? He looked like he could barely walk.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She froze, as he slowly approached her. Even from ten feet away she could discern the awful stink of combined sweat, tobacco and strong alcohol. The fumes were so strong she almost gagged. Now she knew what was wrong with him. He was utterly inebriated, almost falling down with drink. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, well, well,” slurred the man, in a rough Cockney accent. “And what do we have here? A young lady, walking by herself at night?” His eyes travelled over her. “You aint no tart, lovey. You look like a fine lady. I can always tell breeding when I see it. What’s the strange costume you’re wearing?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stared at him, still rooted to the spot with fear. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No need to be scared, lovey,” drawled the man, sidling a little closer. “I aint a ruffian. Just a man out having a few drinks of the old blue ruin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The what?” said Charlotte, despite herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The man cackled. “The blue ruin, lovey. The gin!” He stopped laughing almost as suddenly as he had started. His face screwed up, almost twisting into a rictus of pain. “They say the blue ruin makes you cry, so they do. They say the blue ruin makes you remember every damn sorrowful thing that’s ever happened to you in your life.” He sniffled dramatically. “And that’s been a lot, I can tell you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To her horror, the man started crying. Loud, dramatic sobs. He stopped mid sob, hitting his head frantically with the palm of his left hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her blood ran cold. Dear God, the man was crazy with drink, lurching violently from happiness to sadness. He was unpredictable. She had to get away from him, before he decided that he was going to do something to her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She backed away slowly. Perhaps he would just collapse and pass out. She had seen that before. Once, at Cranwick Manor, an undercook had found a bottle of rum and drank himself silly on it, collapsing on top of a bag of flour in the kitchen storeroom. George had taken her there to see him, thinking it a great joke. She still remembered the man’s tortured snores before the cook had come in and thrown a bucket of water over him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The man stilled, watching her. “What you doing? You aint leaving now, are ya?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course not,” said Charlotte slowly, inching away a little more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t leave.” The man was sad again. “I ain’t got anyone to share the pain with, and you look like a nice young lady, so you do. How’s about we find some ale house and share a drink?” He hiccupped loudly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” said Charlotte, humouring him. Then she turned and ran, as fast as her legs could carry her, towards the bridge. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hey!” The man shouted. “What you doing?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She didn’t stop. She just kept running, stumbling over cobblestones, her heart pounding heavily in her chest. She didn’t stop to check if he was following her or not. She didn’t dare. She just needed to get as far from him as possible. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She reached the bridge, sprinting along it, berating herself with every footstep. She had been a fool to walk in the dark like this, by herself. A stupid, unforgivable fool. If she ended up dead in a gutter after being attacked it would be her own fault entirely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tears sprang into her eyes, but she didn’t stop to wipe them away. She was almost to the end of the bridge. She turned her head, to see if he was pursuing her, and suddenly she slipped violently, careering towards the edge. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her heart froze. She was falling, into the depths of the river below. Desperately, she clutched at the stone wall, trying to claw her way back up. But it had been raining and the stone was as slippery as an eel. Her hands kept slipping, but she kept trying. She felt her fingernails breaking with the effort, and blood was suddenly running down the wall. Her blood. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The water had risen with the downpour and was travelling in a fast-moving torrent below her. She could hear it hissing, and moaning, as if it were alive. It was waiting to claim her, to sweep her along, and then pull her under, into its depths. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was being carried back into the house, screaming. Old Harris was carrying her, murmuring under his breath, trying to comfort her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Prancer,” she cried, writhing in agony. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hush, my lady,” said the old farrier, his eyes filled with tears. “You cannot do anything for him now. You must remain calm.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She saw her mother’s face looming above her, tight with fear. Her father, barking commands, bellowing that she should never have been out riding by herself. She felt sweat running down her back and a sudden nausea overcoming her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Harris placed her on her bed gently. People were running around the room. She could see maids, coming and going, carrying jugs of water and towels. Dulcie was suddenly there, gripping her hand, eyes wide with concern. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dulcie,” she cried, squirming in agony. “It is my fault. He is dead. Prancer is dead. I should have listened to you.” She screamed, as another spasm tore through her. “I should have listened to you. I will never forgive myself!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dulcie’s hands were firm and steady, squeezing her own. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Listen to me, my lady,” she said softly. “No, listen to me! What’s done is done, and you cannot change it now. He was a good, fine horse, but it was his time. You must concentrate on getting better, now.” She paused. “You are hurt, my lady. Very badly hurt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She buckled, beneath the maid’s hands. “No, no!” Her eyes were fierce. “Please tell me that it isn’t true …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a man was near her. The doctor. He held a glass filled with a reddish-brown liquid. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Support her head,” he said sharply, staring at Dulcie. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The maid held up her head. “Open your mouth, my lady. This will help with the pain.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She pressed her lips together firmly. She didn’t want it. She knew it was laudanum and that it would stop her pain for a little while. It would probably send her to sleep. But she didn’t want the pain to stop. It was a reminder of what she had done. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Open your mouth, Charlotte,” said her mother firmly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A single tear squeezed out of her eye, sliding down her cheek. What was the use? She opened her mouth, just a fraction, and the doctor tipped the medicine into her mouth, telling her to swallow it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was bitter and she gagged slightly. Dulcie lay her head back down on the pillow. It took a while, but eventually her eyelids grew heavy. So heavy that she could barely keep them open. The pain was mercifully fading. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But just before she fell into a drug-induced sleep, she saw him, running towards her. Prancer, across the green fields. She knew it was a lie. She would never see him again in this life, and it was all her fault. But one day, she knew he would be waiting for her. Somewhere, she thought drowsily, as the laudanum pulled her under. Somewhere, between heaven and hell, he would be waiting … 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She opened her eyes as a sharp pain tore through her. She wasn’t in her bedroom, just after the accident. She was clutching a stone wall, desperately trying to not fall into a river. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She gripped it harder, but she could feel herself weakening. She would not be able to hold on for much longer. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian turned down the darkened street. He was drenched, but at least the rain had stopped. He scanned the street, searching for her. Where was she? He had thought that he would have found her by now. But she was still missing. His heart clenched tightly in his chest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He could see a figure in the distance, slumped against a gas street lamp, the only one on this dark street. His heart tightened again. Dear God, was it Charlotte? With a burst of fresh energy, he sprinted towards it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But he knew it wasn’t her the second he was upon the figure. A toxic smell emanated from the person, and he realised that they were almost comatose with strong alcohol. He crouched down, staring. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a man, dressed in rough working clothes. His head lolled against his chest and his eyes were closed. Sebastian reached out a hand, shaking him roughly. The man moaned, opening one bloodshot eye, staring straight at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wake up, man,” barked Sebastian. “Have you seen a woman, running along this street? Dressed in a costume?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Woman,” mumbled the man. “Young lady. Blue ruin. Too much.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stared at him. He was rambling incoherently. He wouldn’t get any information about Charlotte from him. He let the man go, and he slid down the lamppost, like a broken rag doll. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stood up, looking around. Which way would she have gone? He knew that she would not be overly familiar with these streets, and that she was trying to get home … 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His eyes widened. The bridge, in the distance. Her carriage would have come across it, on the way to Grosvenor Square. Charlotte was retracing the route the carriage had taken, he was almost sure of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He took off again, running harder. He was almost to the bridge now, but he still couldn’t see any sign of her. He jumped as a carriage flew past him from the opposite direction, the horses snorting into the night. The coachman was crouched low, cracking his whip. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He kept going. There was only one street lamp on the bridge, right in the centre. He could hear the gas spluttering as he passed it. It shed a wan, shimmering light onto the bridge, but otherwise, it was in darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was almost to the end of the bridge. He stopped, panting heavily, looking left and right. Which way now? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That was when he heard it. A soft cry, almost like a cat mewling. He turned around, puzzled. Yes, he could definitely hear something. Was it indeed an animal? He didn’t have time to stop and rescue a stray animal. He was just about to head off again when the sound grew louder, drifting on the wind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The skin on the back of his neck prickled. He walked towards the bridge, reaching the edge. He peered down, seeing the water running at a fast pace. Then he turned his head and gasped. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was Charlotte. She was clinging on to the wall for dear life. But her hands were slipping. He saw her left hand fall suddenly, and she cried again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He ran, as fast as his legs could carry him, leaning over the edge. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte felt her left arm fall slackly, and now she was clinging onto the wall with only one hand. Her strength was fading. She knew that it was about to happen. She was about to die, and she was almost resigned to it … 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the world stopped and she was no longer on the bridge in the cold. She was no longer in London. She saw green hills, rolling on forever around her. In the distance, she could see the church spire of the local village, jutting into the sky.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The world was green, and blue, almost glimmering with golden sunshine. She breathed in the tantalising scent of wild violets. A bird twittered in a tree, high above her, its song melodious and bewitching. A deep joy overtook her. She was home. She was where she was supposed to be. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Then she realised that she wasn’t standing on the hill. She was atop a horse. A chestnut horse whose coat glistened with sweat and who stomped impatiently, eager to stretch his legs and ride as far as he could. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was Prancer. She knew it. Her beloved horse. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She reached down, encircling his neck with her arms, filled with wonder. He had come back to her. He wasn’t gone. He hadn’t died, squealing in agony, before old Harris had put a bullet in him. No, he was real, and glorious, thrumming with life and energy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Prancer,” she breathed, into his ear. It twitched slightly, as if he knew. As if he heard her and shared her love. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Then they were riding together, over the hills. He galloped like quicksilver, ducking and weaving through trees. She held on for dear life, filled with an exhilaration she had never before experienced.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her eyes filled with tears. She had missed this. She had missed him. She had never before realised how important riding was to her, how it was a part of her very soul. She had never sat on another horse, after him. She had never again ridden like the wind, over hill and dale, and felt at one with the world. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How she missed it. As though a piece of her soul had taken flight. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But everything was changing now. The sun dimmed behind black clouds, and she knew it was coming. It was always coming, she realised. The rain, falling in sheets around her, so that the world went white. She gripped his neck, tighter, but she knew that there was no use. It had been written in the stars. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When she fell through the air, she braced herself. The ground was just as hard and unforgiving as it had been before, and she felt the sickening pain of it. She closed her eyes, waiting for his squeal. For the moment when he would fall and never get up again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She opened her eyes. This time, he was lying right beside her. His brown eyes, so gentle and sweet, were filled with pain. With difficulty, she reached out a hand, caressing him. He stilled under her touch, his eyes growing almost soft. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Run free, my dear friend,” she whispered. “Run free.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was almost gone. She could feel the life draining out of him. But at least this time she had said goodbye. This time she had done what she had always wanted to do.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now she knew why she had seen him again. Now she knew why he had come to her, her beloved horse.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was going to ride him again. At long last … 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A face suddenly loomed above her. She gasped. Was she dreaming? It was Lord Sebastian Wharton, reaching down towards her, his green eyes fierce. He was still dressed in his highwayman’s costume. His dark cloak swirled around him in the wind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Grab my hand,” he cried. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot,” she cried. “I am slipping …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Charlotte.” His voice was fierce. “Do as I say. Trust me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She kept staring at him. His hand was there. All she had to do was let go of the wall and grab it. But it was risky. If she didn’t find it, or her own hand slipped, then she would fall into the water. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Trust me,” he implored, staring at her hard. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath, then let her hand go. For one infinite second she thought that she was falling. But then his hand found hers, strong and secure, and he pulled her up, grabbing her roughly as she clambered back over the edge of the bridge. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was over. She was sitting on the ground. Relief flooded through her. She was panting, almost heaving with the effort. Beside her he collapsed, panting heavily as well. When he had caught his breath, he turned to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What were you thinking?” he hissed, his green eyes glittering. “I almost lost you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her own breath slowed, and she could feel her heartbeat slow. She turned to him, taking in his dishevelled appearance. She opened her mouth, but she had lost her voice. He leaned closer towards her, taking her hands in his own, staring down at them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are bleeding,” he said roughly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It will stop,” she whispered. “Only scratches.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He gazed up at her then, his eyes searching her face. “Charlotte, why? What possessed you to run off into the night like that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath. “I am sorry. I know that it was foolhardy of me.” She bit her lip. “I just needed to get away from the ball, and I couldn’t find George or Diana. At first, I thought that I would sit in the carriage, until they decided to leave, but I couldn’t find it, nor the coachman.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your coachman should be reprimanded,” he said grimly. “The man had left, to go to an alehouse. If he had been there you would not be in this situation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sighed heavily. “Perhaps. But I take full responsibility for it. I was … a little overwrought.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A little?” He raised an eyebrow.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled. “A lot. I was embarrassed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stroked her hands still resting in his own. “I understand. What Miss Drake did to you was unforgiveable.” He took a deep breath. “Baiting you like that and revealing your ailment, in such a public arena. She did it deliberately, I have no doubt of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte nodded. “She did. But then she has always felt threatened by me, for some reason.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stared at her. “You know the reason,” he said softly. “She seeks my affection, with the aim of becoming my wife, but she knows that she will never secure it.” His eyes trailed over her face gently. “How can she, when I have given my heart to you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stilled, holding her breath. “Have you?” she whispered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His hands tightened over hers. “I have. You know I have. It is the reason I visited you at your home, the reason I seek out your company wherever I go, the reason that I look for you on every street, in every shop, in every place.” He paused. “I love you, Charlotte. To the very bottom of my heart, I love you, and I cannot pluck it out. I have tried and failed. And so it is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte felt her heart beating faster. Oh, the sweet joy of it, to hear him say such sweet words to her. He loved her! He had always loved her. She stared at him, overcome, barely able to breathe. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He took a deep breath. “I cannot live without you. I have tried, but it is useless.” His hands tightened again around her own, so strongly that she almost gasped in pain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stared at him, trembling, her eyes swimming with fresh tears. He loved her. But then reality came crashing down on her again. All the reasons she had tried to avoid him. She was a sick woman, and she would always be a sick woman. She wasn’t free to do this, to burden him with it. She thought of Aunt Eliza again, and her sacrifice of love, to save her lover from pain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My lord …” she started, trying to gather her courage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stopped her. “Sebastian,” he said slowly. “My name is Sebastian, and you of all people have the right to use it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath. “Sebastian,” she said, blushing. “I am flattered by your words. I truly am.” She halted, gazing at him. “But what Miss Drake said was true, however nastily she said it. I am a sick woman.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He nodded. “I know. I could tell by your reaction tonight, Charlotte.” He paused. “Tell me of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took another deep breath. “It started with an accident,” she said slowly, her eyes glistening with tears. “A terrible accident, where I was thrown from my horse while riding. I could not walk for weeks, and I have never fully recovered from it.” She hesitated. “The symptoms come and go, but when I am in the grip of them, they consume me. Violent trembling, so that I can barely walk. I have trouble with my vision, as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He frowned. “You have consulted physicians, I assume?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled wryly. “Many, over the four years since it happened. None could say what it was that afflicted me, nor had any idea how they could cure me of it.” She paused. “The most recent physician was consulted here, in London, at the start of the season. He told me that my symptoms are very similar to the king’s grandson, who is now bedridden. He believes that I shall slowly decline, in a similar manner … or worse.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He blinked rapidly. “Worse? What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I may die,” she said slowly. “While still young.” She took another deep breath. “And so, you see why I cannot entertain you – or anyone – in such a thing as love. I will only worsen, or die, and I cannot burden anyone with my malady. I am not strong enough and it would be a cruel fate indeed to place on a partner.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His frown deepened. “Who was the physician who made such a prognosis?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dr. Gibson,” she said slowly. “He has an excellent reputation, with rooms on Harley Street.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian nodded. “I have heard of him, but his methods are unconventional. While some sing his praises, others claim he is a charlatan.” He paused, staring at her. “I would not put such faith in his words, Charlotte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But don’t you see?” she burst out, her eyes wild. “It matters not what he says or does not say. I live with this, all the time. I know that I have worsened … although sometimes, I recover well. But always it returns. I shall never be free of it …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stared at her, his green eyes fierce. “You cannot know that. Do you have a crystal ball, perhaps?” He sighed. “But either way, I do not care, can you not see that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She blinked rapidly. “You don’t?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shook his head slowly. “I do not. The only thing that I care about is having you by my side … for ever.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She gasped, blinking back tears again. How was it possible? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot do it to you,” she said fiercely. “You might say now that you do not care, but later, once you have seen me under its grip, you will change your mind.” She paused. “It is ugly, and I suffer melancholy with it, often unable to leave my bed for days, if not weeks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stared at him, her chest heaving. The words were painful, almost as though they were sharp as they left her throat. She didn’t want to tell him this, the full reality of her malady. She had kept it private for so long that she almost felt violated in speaking of it to someone other than her family, even with a man as good as he. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shrugged. “Of course you would be melancholy with it,” he said slowly. “How could you not? It is not a defect in your character, Charlotte. It just means that you struggle with it.” He gazed at her. “Your sister told me tonight how brave you are, in the face of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She did?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He nodded. “Both your brother and your sister defended you, like lions, against Miss Drake.” He paused. “They hold you in the highest esteem, Charlotte. And I must say, I agree with them. You are strong in battling this malady. You are never defeated. You always rise up again and take on life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She blinked back tears. “I try. I try so hard. I was resolved to start a new life and do everything that I have denied myself for so long. The things that I love, like playing the piano, and painting.” She stared at him. “But then I relapsed when my beloved aunt died, and I found out that she suffered under an affliction as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He squeezed her hands again but didn’t say anything. It seemed he just wanted to listen to her, to let her speak. Now it was beginning to feel liberating, to talk of it with him. The embarrassment was fading away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She had an admirer,” she said slowly. “I found letters from him to her, professing his love. But she never consented to be his wife, which is what he desired. Because she didn’t want to burden him with her affliction. She was being brave in denying herself something she wanted, to save him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian frowned. “I do not see it that way at all. I think that your aunt denied herself a chance at happiness, and her admirer as well. Both unhappy because they were apart, and for what? Did he know of her condition?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte nodded. “He did. He told her he did not care about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian took a deep breath. “And yet she sacrificed their love.” He gazed at her steadily. “Do not do the same thing, Charlotte. I beseech you. I do not care about your malady – not even if you take to your bed for weeks, or you worsen, or die prematurely. I love you … all of you. Every part, even the dark side, which we all have.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The tears started flowing then, coursing down her cheeks. He let go of her hands, and gently touched her face, wiping them away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It would be an honour,” he whispered fiercely. “To have you by my side, as my partner in life. In health … and in sickness, if life so decrees.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sobbed. “But you will be a duke and must have a strong duchess.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Look at me, Charlotte.” His voice was a hiss. “I will be a much better duke if I have a woman I actually love as my wife. Even if that woman is sickly.” He laughed, suddenly. “The tragedy would be marrying a woman I don’t love, for both of us. We would never be happy together, and I would turn bitter with it, knowing that my love is out in the world, and I cannot have her …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sobbed again. “Is it true?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He nodded. “It is,” he said fiercely. “And if you consent to be my wife, we will make it work. Our family physician can help us. I am willing to do this, if you are willing to let me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stopped crying. Even though the night was still dark, and cold, she felt as though a light had entered her heart, illuminating everything. This man had run off into the night after her with no care of what other people thought. He had pulled her back from certain death with a strong and steady hand. He knew all there was to know about her – her darkest secret, that she had kept hidden for so long – and he was willing to take on the burden, because he loved her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He loved her still. Even knowing the worst of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The truth of his words hit her violently. Aunt Eliza had been mistaken. She had sacrificed love for nothing. Because love was worth it all. It was worth all the pain and the uncertainty. It was worth everything. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She gazed at him steadily. “You are a wonderful man. The best I have ever met.” She paused, looking him straight in the eye. “And I love you too. With all my heart. It would be an honour to be your wife.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He gripped her hands again, staring at her with such joy that she gasped. He pulled her to her feet so that they were standing facing each other on the bridge. The wind howled around them, but she barely felt it. The cold was gone and she was warm in the glow of his love. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He leaned towards her, so close she could feel his breath. She closed her eyes, as he gathered her to him. Then his lips found hers, slow and gentle and sweet. The kiss warmed her further, and she felt like she had suddenly entered a dream. A dream that she never wanted to wake from. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They walked side by side down the bridge. She kept glancing up at him, still not believing it was real. She almost had to pinch herself, to keep from thinking it was a dream. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One of the worst nights of her life had suddenly become the best. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Happy, my love?” he whispered softly, gazing down at her. “Because you have made me the happiest man alive.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath. “I am so happy that I feel I could burst with it.” It was true. She had never felt so elated in her life. As if she could take on the world. “I still cannot believe that you love me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Believe it.” His voice was like a caress. “I have loved you almost from the moment I set eyes on you, when I collided with you on Bond Street. I could not stop thinking about you from that second on, and I do not believe that I shall ever stop.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She gazed up at him. “It will be hard, you know. Miss Drake, her mother and yours will not be pleased.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do I care of that?” he said, gazing down at her. “My father told me that I must find a suitable bride and I have found her. You are the daughter of an earl and he cannot find fault with that.” He paused. “All will be well, Charlotte. As soon as we get back to the ball, I will request a private audience with him and inform him of our plans.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He touched her arm tenderly, steering her down the street. She saw the drunkard who had scared her leaning against a lamppost, snoring loudly. He was unkempt and he stank, but she would forever remember him as some kind of guardian angel, guiding her at long last to her love. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia stared out through the open window at the garden below. She could see some wilting peonies, the last of the season, drooping in the garden bed, their pink heads bent almost in sorrow. In the distance was an oak tree, and beyond that a row of rose bushes with frosted white petals scattering on the ground like snowflakes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sighed, pressing her face against the side of the window. She could hear the soft trickle from the water fountain in the middle of the garden, flowing over the statue of Venus. Behind her all was quiet. She had chosen the library because she knew it would be the one place that her mother would not search for her and she could be alone, in blessed peace. She glanced at the rows of books. She had never been much of a reader, but now she could see the attraction. It must be wonderful being able to lose yourself, for a little while, she thought. Perhaps if she were a reader the books might give her some respite from the relentless suffering of this world. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She wiped away tears with the back of her hand, turning back to her contemplation of the garden. She heard loud footsteps and laughter from the rooms beyond, and the music from the orchestra, where the ball was still in full flight. She had been so looking forward to this evening. She had thought it would be a culmination of all her hard work. That she would have the marquis on her arm and he would finally see sense and announce their betrothal to the world. She had pictured the moment, in her mind, standing next to him, champagne glass in hand. Her moment of triumph. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She choked back a sob. Her moment of triumph was never going to happen. Instead, she was suffering the worst defeat of her life. All her mother’s grand plans to make her a duchess lay like ashes at her feet. The irony of it all was that she had never cared, deep down inside. She had never wanted to be shackled to a man who obviously didn’t care for her. It was her mother, always pushing her, telling her that she had to do it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tears ran down her face again. None of them knew that, of course. Not the marquis, or Lady Charlotte Lumley, or her brother or sister. They all thought she was a scheming, conniving woman, who would stop at nothing to secure her prize. A woman who had decided to sacrifice another – publicly humiliate her – to secure it. A woman with no conscience, self-serving and shallow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sighed, the tears running faster down her face. They all hated her, and she didn’t blame them. She would hate herself as well if she were them. It had backfired spectacularly. Her mother had pushed her to confront Lady Charlotte, thinking it would finally discredit her in the marquis’s eyes, when all it had done was push him closer to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She choked back another sob. Her mother would never let her forget it, how close they had been, and how she had let the marquis slip through her fingers. She would harass her and harangue her. Lady Hastings wasn’t a person who took defeat well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia stared down at the garden. This was to be her life from now on. A failure, who couldn’t help her family. A social pariah, who would be looked on fearfully, because of the chaos she had caused. She had only one goal in life, to secure a future duke, and now it had been taken from her. She was a broken woman. But it had been coming for a long time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had been eight years old and walking in the grounds of their country manor. Her nanny followed at a distance. She was wearing a new pink dress and white pinafore, and her golden hair had been curled into long ringlets, secured with pink ribbons. She felt like one of her dolls that stood on her cupboard. Stiff, as though she were barely able to walk, let alone run. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She glanced back at the nanny. The woman had sat down on a wrought iron garden seat and taken out her bible. Alicia knew she would be reading the scriptures and wouldn’t glance at her again until it was time to go back inside for afternoon tea. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She walked quickly away, hiding behind a corner. When she knew she wouldn’t be seen, she carefully untied her ribbons, throwing them, watching the wind catch them and drag them away. Then she undid her pinafore, throwing it on the ground. Finally, she wriggled out of her petticoat. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At last. She was free, dressed only in her gown. She could run as fast as her legs could carry her over the lawn. She could do four cartwheels in a row, if she wanted to. She breathed in the air, exhilarated. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a shadow loomed over her. She glanced up, fearfully. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was her mother, standing over her, her face full of thunder. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” she hissed, grabbing her roughly by the arm. “You slatternly girl! Taking off your petticoat, and your pinafore. Throwing your ribbons away!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her eyes had filled with tears. “Please, Mama. You are hurting me!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother leaned into her face. “I will hurt you more for doing such a thing!” Her mother’s chest heaved. “You are an insolent girl, wild and defiant. You know what happens to little girls who don’t do what they are supposed to?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia’s eyes had widened in fear. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell you what happens,” her mother said slowly. “The bogeyman will come at night, just when you are falling asleep, and drag you away, into his lair.” Her voice was booming into her ear. “You must never be so defiant again. Are we clear?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was crying, piteously. “Yes, Mama! I will never disobey you again. Only please, don’t let the bogeyman take me!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But it still hadn’t been enough for her mother. She had been dragged, crying, into the house. She had been whipped with a bramble stick until blood ran down her legs. She had screamed for mercy, but her mother had been relentless. Thirty whips precisely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had never been defiant again. She had never run free or cartwheeled across the lawn. She had sat still, watching, and done everything she had been told. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But that had also been the beginning of it. Where she had felt herself cracking, like an egg against a bowl. A breaking, of something, inside her … 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her eyes blurred with tears, thinking of that little girl as she stared at the drooping flowers again. They were like her – past their bloom, wilting, almost gone. She was sick of her life. She was sick of everything. How wonderful it must be to be able to close one’s eyes and drift away, she thought fiercely. If only for a little while. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy wandered down the unfamiliar hallways frowning. She had to be in one of these rooms. He had seen her leave hurriedly and take a back staircase towards this wing of the house. It was silent and deserted. No revellers darkened its floors. He could just hear the sound of music from the ball in the distance and soft laughter drifting through the walls. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He kept walking, hearing the soft thud of his own footsteps. A maid scurried past him, staring at him curiously. He held his breath, expecting that she would stop him and ask him if he was lost. But she only nodded and kept walking. He reached the end of the hallway. There was a door, slightly ajar. Could she be in there? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He hesitated then pushed the door open. It was dark. He could see light flickering from a solitary candle further inside. He padded in, staring around. It was obviously a library. Bookcases lined every wall, stacked to overflowing, and he could see a globe of the world standing on a table, along with several maps. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He kept walking towards the candle. And that was when he saw her. She was standing against an open window, staring out at the grounds below. Almost leaning out of it. He could see her knuckles were white where they rested on the edge. She looked like a princess locked in a tower, he thought, in her medieval dress and long flowing hair. Rapunzel, staring longingly down, searching for her prince. Someone who could save her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He coughed to alert her to his presence. She spun around quickly, her eyes wide. She hadn’t had time to prepare her face, to wipe off the emotion that gripped her. She looked stricken, with tears running down her cheeks. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stepped forward, alarmed. “Miss Drake. Are you quite well?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stared at him as if he were sprouting a foreign language. “Well?” she repeated slowly. “No, my lord, I am not well. Nor do I hope that I shall ever be good again.” She turned back to the window. “It looks so peaceful down there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stepped closer. She was leaning out of the window again, looking as if she were in a trance. He sat down in the window alcove staring at her, then turned to gaze down at the garden. He saw the peonies, past their prime, and the old oak tree, an old wooden swing attached to a low-lying branch. Rose bushes beyond, and a water fountain in the middle. A woman standing in a shell with a long knot of hair over one shoulder, almost to her feet. He frowned. It was Venus, wasn’t it? As depicted in The Birth of Venus, by Botticelli. He smiled to himself. His old art tutor would be proud of him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It does look peaceful,” he said, in a soft voice. “I often wander by myself in our gardens. I find it refreshes me. It is always so tranquil … you can find a space just for yourself, among the flowers and the trees and hear the water from the fountain.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she said, in a muffled voice. “I wish there was such a space for me, somewhere. But I fear I shall never know peace again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He gazed at her steadily. “Tell me what happened in the ballroom. I know that something did – I saw you talking to Sebastian and Lady Charlotte, and then the lady left quickly, obviously upset.” He paused. “You look upset too. Is that why you have come here, into the library?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded. “It was the only place I could think of where my mother wouldn’t look for me and I could be alone.” She turned towards him. “Yes, something happened in the ballroom. I confronted Lady Charlotte, about her ailment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy frowned. “Her ailment?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia smiled slightly. “Haven’t you heard? There are rumours about her, which are true.” She stared him straight in the eye. “I know they are true, because our maid went around to their house and confirmed it. She is ailing and might not live to see old age.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy gasped. “Well, that’s shocking!” He frowned. “Wait a minute, you said that your maid went there to find out? Why?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia sobbed again. “Because she wanted to. My mother.” She took a deep breath. “She wanted to find out anything she could about Lady Charlotte, to use against her. And she made me confront her with it tonight. It was not well received, and now they all despise me.” Her face twisted. “I am so sick of being her puppet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy nodded slowly, seeing her tremble. He just needed to let her speak, to say at last what had been bottled up inside her for so long. She was like a coiled spring, ready to unfurl, but not knowing how to do it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have destroyed everything,” she said, after a long pause. “All of my mother’s grand ambitions for me to become a duchess.” She took a long, ragged breath. “But that is not the worst of it. I have deeply hurt a lady, using her pain against her, for my own gain. Now, they all despise me. Your brother, Lady Charlotte …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He nodded. “It was not the right thing to do. But you know that, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course I know it.” Her face twisted again. “I have been a coward, letting my mother lead me like a puppy along this path, when I have always known it was wrong.” She paused. “Lady Charlotte was right about me. I am a mercenary, willing to sell myself to the highest bidder for status and riches. A despicable woman. I cannot see the point to anything, anymore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He took a deep breath. “Listen to me, Alicia.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She turned and stared at him. “You have never called me by my name before.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think the situation deserves it, don’t you?” He stared at her. “You know how I feel about you. How I have always felt about you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sighed deeply. “I do know. And I have thrown your feelings back in your face. Another example of what a despicable woman I am.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He leaned closer towards her. “You are not a despicable woman,” he said fiercely. “You have been led astray by your powerful mother. But I do not blame you for it. What choice did you have? We are brought up to honour filial duty, to respect and obey our parents. That is what you were doing, even though it was wrong.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    More tears ran down her cheeks. “I felt I had no choice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I know.” His eyes were tender as they gazed at her. “I have always seen the struggle within you, the push and pull. Your duty versus your conscience, and your desire to lead your own life.” He hesitated. “I see the real you, Alicia. The woman who you truly are, even if other people cannot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sobbed again. “They despise me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, they probably do.” His voice was soft. “But they do not know you. You have not let them see you, through no fault of your own. You were playing a part that you were given. A part that you were forced to play.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded slowly, her head bowed. “Yes,” she whispered. She raised her head, gazing at him, through her tears. “How is it that you are still here, willing to speak to me? After all that I have done to you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have already told you,” he said, in a quiet voice. “Because I see you. I love you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She gasped fiercely, as if he had suddenly stabbed her. “You love me? Me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He nodded, feeling a lump form in his throat. She was so beautiful, and so bereft. Determined to take the pain of it all on herself and wear it like a hair shirt. She didn’t think that she deserved love, he thought suddenly. This beautiful, accomplished woman, who seemed to have the world at her feet, thought that she wasn’t good enough. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All because of her mother, he thought. She had been brow-beaten and demoralised. She had been told what to do, and what to think, scolded soundly if she objected. Lady Hastings was the despicable one. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Abruptly he pulled her into his arms, hugging her tightly. “It will be well, Alicia. All will be well,” he whispered into her hair. She smelt like roses on a warm summer day, and her hair was as soft as silk. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She hugged him back. “I think that I am starting to believe that. Because of you.” She pulled back tremulously. “Thank you. Thank you for being a friend to me … the only friend I have ever had.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stared at her tenderly. “I am your friend, and I hope to be more besides.” He grinned suddenly. “Do not forget that I still have the necklace. It is yours, and you can get it back any time that you like.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laughed suddenly, wiping away her tears. She gazed at him, almost bashfully. “I remember. How could I forget?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stood up, pulling her to her feet, so that she was standing alongside him. “We should return. Your mother will be having an apoplexy, wondering where you have vanished to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laughed again. “She will. But I no longer care.” She gazed at him, her blue eyes shining in the soft candlelight. “You have given me that courage. To stand up to her, at long last. To be a better person.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He grinned. “Good for you, Miss Alicia Drake.” He held out his arm to her. “There are probably some other people you should speak to downstairs too. So that they know what has really happened.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded slowly. “They will probably walk away from me, but I must at least try to explain.” She hesitated. “To ask their forgiveness, for all the pain that I have caused.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His eyes travelled over her. “It will be a hard thing to do, Alicia, but you will feel better for it, I promise you. A fresh start, becoming the person that you have always wished to be.” He paused. “A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step, you know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laughed wryly. “You are wise, Lord Percy! Who was it who said that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy rolled his eyes. “Lord, I have no idea. Some Chinese philosopher. I have no idea how it stuck in my head.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laughed harder, leaning against him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They started walking towards the door. He gazed down at her. She was so beautiful, he thought again fiercely. It wasn’t just her external beauty, although that was luminous, and he would always be struck by it. She had inner beauty as well. A heart as deep as the ocean that had been repressed and twisted. She was a flower on the cusp of blooming. He was confident she was becoming the woman she had always been, deep down inside. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wait a minute.” She turned back. “I should close the window.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He watched her walk back to it. For a moment she hesitated, staring down at the garden below, almost sadly. Then she grabbed the window frame, pulling it down. She turned to him, a tender, wistful expression on her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ready?” He held out his arm again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath. “Ready.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte shivered as they approached the house on Grosvenor Square. It seemed almost a lifetime ago since she had walked down the front steps of it, fleeing into the night. She could see the lights and people coming and going. She stopped, hesitating. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is it?” asked Sebastian, staring at her with concern. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know if I can go back in there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He gazed down at her, his eyes fierce. “You can do it, Charlotte.” He hesitated. “I shall not take you into the ballroom. I shall find a private room, where you can wait, until I speak with my father. It won’t take long, and then you may finally leave.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She blinked rapidly. “What of George and Diana? They will be out of their minds with worry about me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will find them.” His voice was firm. “I will approach them discreetly and send them to you. Never fear. I shall make sure that Miss Drake can not get anywhere near you, and your brother and sister shall make sure of it too. They will protect you from her, if she has a mind to cause any more trouble.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled. “You make me sound so feeble. I shall stand up to her myself, if she decides that she wants to continue down her erroneous path.” She took a deep breath, her eyes suddenly steely. “You have shown me the way, Sebastian. The way to finally finding my own power over people such as Miss Drake.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His eyes shone with a tender light. “I always knew it, my dear. I always knew that you were the most courageous woman I had ever met, although I had no idea what battles you had faced to prove that courage.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She blushed a little, gazing up at him. “Your father, the duke. Are you sure he will give his consent to our marriage?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian nodded. “I shall persuade him, never fear.” He stared down at her. “He isn’t like the duchess, Charlotte. He wants me to marry, but if I tell him I will only be happy with you, he will accept it. The only reason he was focused on Miss Drake becoming my wife was because my mother persuaded him that she was the most suitable candidate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She frowned slightly. “He may have heard the rumours about me. That I am sickly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stared at her steadily. “Even if he has, it makes no difference. Can you not see that? He might bluster at me that I should choose a stronger woman, but my mind is made up that the woman must be you.” He hesitated. “If it came to it, I would choose you over the dukedom, Charlotte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her eyes filled with horror. “Oh, no! I could not bear it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am confident it will not come to that,” he said slowly. “The duke will see reason, and all will be well.” His eyes shone. “And I shall be the happiest man alive, the day that you walk down the aisle towards me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She blushed again. “And I shall be the happiest woman alive, when that day comes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They kept walking, towards the entrance. Her heart started beating rapidly. She had felt she was in some kind of bubble when it had been just the two of them and they had declared their love for each other. But now, the real world was about to intrude, once again. The world that had sent her fleeing into the night. The world that seemed determined that a woman such as herself should not be with a man like him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath. Was it all a dream, that they could be together? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He found a small room, in another wing of the house, far away from the revelry. She had barely had to wait for two minutes in the foyer before he guided her here, after speaking to a footman. He had retrieved her cloak too, and now he turned to her, wrapping it around her. She felt so loved and protected, as if she were made of crystal. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stared down at her, tying the cords of the cloak at her neck securely. “There. You shall be warm now, my love.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She gazed up at him, a lump in her throat. “I find that I do not want you to leave me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His green eyes glowed with an almost fiery light, as though they were cut emeralds. “I do not want to leave you. But I must, because it will drive me wild if I do not speak to my father immediately and secure you as my future wife.” He paused. “We have waited a long time for this, Charlotte, and I do not want to wait a minute longer. I want to be able to shout it to the world that Lady Charlotte Lumley is to be my wife.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She trembled, beneath the ardour of his gaze. “Good luck. You shall endeavour to find George and Diana and send them to me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will.” He turned away, walking towards the door, then glanced back. “Sit and rest, my love. Your brother and sister will be along directly.” He opened the door and left. She was alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sank into an armchair near the hearth, wrapping the cloak tighter. She was still chilled, although her costume had dried out somewhat, clinging to her as if it was made of gossamer. For a moment she thought longingly of a warm bath and fresh clothes. She stared at her hands, at the scratches and broken nails, where the blood had dried and was already scabbing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her heart lurched and she shuddered with the horror of it. She had come so close; so very close to falling into that water and drowning. But he had come out of nowhere and saved her. Like Sir Galahad, or some other noble knight, from an old story or ballad, she thought dreamily. She still couldn’t quite believe it, that he loved her, and wanted to make her his wife. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had almost drifted into sleep when the door opened, making her jump. George and Diana were standing there, stunned, staring at her as if she were a fairy that had suddenly materialised in their midst. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stood up slowly, gazing at them. They ran to her and she found herself enveloped in a strong embrace. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana stepped back, staring at her, her face pale. “Oh, my dearest. We were so worried about you.” Her eyes trailed over Charlotte, from head to toe. “Where have you been?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled slightly. “It is a long story, Di. I am so very sorry that I worried you both.” She stared at them. “If we sit, I shall explain everything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They all sat down. George grinned at her. “You have led us all on a merry dance, Lottie. I am so relieved to see you safe and sound.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte nodded, tears springing into her eyes. “Sebastian told me that you both defended me to Miss Drake. Not that I am surprised in the slightest.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She watched them turn to each other, a little surprised at the familiar use of his’s first name. “He found you,” said George slowly. “He said that he would. Where were you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath. “I left the ball,” she replied, trying to keep her voice steady. “I was distraught, after what Miss Drake said to me.” She took a deep breath. “I wasn’t thinking clearly, I am afraid, and I fled into the night, trying to make my way home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They both looked stunned. “You walked?” Diana breathed. “By yourself in London, at night?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded. “I did. But it was raining heavily, and as I crossed a bridge, I slipped and almost fell into the river below.” She paused. “Sebastian found me and rescued me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If they had looked stunned before they were shocked now. George was shaking his head, as if he couldn’t believe it, and Diana had paled further, her blue eyes wide. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We should leave immediately,” said Diana faintly. “We need to get you home and into a warm bath and dry clothes, before you catch your death of cold.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte shook her head vigorously. “I cannot yet, Di.” She hesitated. “For I have not told you the rest of the story. Sebastian rescued me, but that was not all. He declared his love for me, and I declared mine for him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They both reeled, digesting the information. For one moment they were both silent. Then Diana slowly smiled and George was grinning again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is as I thought,” said George, delightedly. “I knew he was in love with you. And you have finally seen the light, Lottie, and realised that you love him too?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded, feeling so happy that she could burst. “That is why I cannot leave yet. He was most insistent about approaching his father now, to ask for his consent, to marry me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana’s hands flew to her mouth. “Oh, my dear! This is felicitous news, indeed.” Her smile widened. “Miss Drake’s plan to discredit you has worked quite the opposite.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte nodded. “It would appear so. I was resistant at first. I admitted what is wrong with me, and all the brutal symptoms of it, but he declared that he did not care, and that he would take me exactly as I am.” She paused, her voice trembling. “I am the luckiest woman in the world.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George beamed. “Mama and Papa will be over the moon. You shall have no resistance from them.” He stared at her. “Not when their daughter shall become a duchess, no less!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte frowned. “I know. It is not them I am worried about.” She bit her lip. “It is the duke and duchess. Will they accept me and give their blessing to our union?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana nodded vigorously. “Of course they will. How could they not? You are a catch, Lottie, even though you have never believed it. You are the daughter of an earl, not some scandalous opera singer that has caught the marquis’s eye.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled. But inside she still worried. Sebastian might claim that the duke could be persuaded, but the duchess was entirely different. Briefly she remembered her disapproving gaze that day at Hyde Park when they had interrupted their picnic and her pointed questions, claiming that she had never heard of her. And she was close with Lady Hastings. They were always together. There was no doubt as to who the duchess desired as a daughter-in-law. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She trembled, thinking about it. They had declared their love to each other, but was it destined to wither on the vine? Would she indeed become his wife? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia felt her heart skip a beat as she descended the staircase. She gripped Percy’s arm tighter, gazing up at him, almost pleadingly. She didn’t want to be at this ball any longer. She wanted to retreat to her bedroom and for the awful night to finally be over. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy smiled down at her. “Remember what we talked about,” he whispered to her. “Courage, Alicia. You can do it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She bit her lip, still hesitating. Suddenly, she saw her mother in the crowd, staring straight at her. Her gaze was so venomous that Alicia reeled back, as if she had been struck. Lady Hastings pushed her way through the crowd, until she was standing right in front of them. Her eyes flickered over Percy stonily. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would like to speak to my daughter alone, my lord,” she said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Percy bowed, his eyes cold. “Madam.” He turned to Alicia. “Will you excuse me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia nodded, knowing there was nothing she could do. She watched him walk away, desperately wishing he would come back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” hissed Lady Hastings. “Where have you been? I’ve been searching everywhere for you.” Her eyes narrowed. “The marquis vanished as well, straight after Lady Charlotte. But he’s back now, and I saw him talking with the duke out on the balcony. You have to go there, right this minute, and salvage this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia took a deep breath, staring straight into her mother’s eyes. “I am afraid that I cannot do that, Mama,” she said, with a steady voice. “I am no longer willing to play your game. The marquis doesn’t love me, and nor do I love him. There will never be a marriage between us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hastings stared at her, as if she were mad. “Don’t be ridiculous! I order you to go there, now.” She kept staring at her, then her tone changed. “Think of our situation, Alicia. Your duty to save us from certain ruin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia’s gaze hardened. “You cannot manipulate me anymore, Mama. I have seen through it all, and I choose to be a better person.” Her voice was contemptuous. “If you are displeased with me and disown me, then so be it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother’s face reddened to an alarming shade of beetroot. “I will not be spoken to in such a way. By my own daughter!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia’s face was stony. “And yet, I have spoken so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She saw the marquis pressing through the crowd, almost urgently. She squared her shoulders again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I must go, Mama,” she said slowly. “There is something that I must say, to both the marquis and Lady Charlotte.” She started to walk away, but her mother grabbed her, pressing her fingernails into her arm like a vice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alicia,” she said faintly. “My darling daughter. I beseech you ...” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But Alicia shook off her hand as if it were a bothersome fly and kept walking. A strange feeling was overwhelming her. She felt liberated, as though she could breathe for the first time in her life. She could see the marquis, heading up the stairs. Hopefully she would find them both, wherever he was heading. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She felt eyes on her and turned. It was Percy, standing in the crowd. His eyes were shining with pride. She felt her own fill with tears as he walked slowly towards her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte was just beginning to give up hope when the door slowly opened. Sebastian stood there gazing at her as if he had not seen her in years. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stood up slowly, feeling her heart begin to beat faster. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Castlereagh,” he said slowly. “Lady Diana. Can I have a word privately with your sister? I promise that I shall not keep her long, and then you may take her home at long last.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George and Diana both nodded, smiling broadly, and drifted out of the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He walked towards her, until he was standing so close she felt his warm breath on her face. He took her hand, gazing at her solemnly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is done,” he said slowly. “I have talked with the duke. He has given his blessing.” He took a deep, ragged breath. “Charlotte, we can be married. All that I must do now is seek your father’s permission, which I will do first thing tomorrow.” He stared at her almost nervously. “He will think me a suitable suitor?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laughed, feeling giddy with happiness. “Oh, I should say he will think you more than suitable. A future duke, no less, knocking on his door requesting the hand of his daughter? He will be delirious, as will my mother.” She stopped laughing, and gazed at him, her eyes shining with tears. “I cannot believe it, that your father gave his blessing …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Believe it,” he said, his own eyes shining with tears. “He had no objections, especially when I told him how much I admire and love you. I think he was just happy that I had chosen someone, at long last. I swear he thought I would die a bachelor and the dukedom would fall, from lack of an heir.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your mother?” She held her breath. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He frowned slightly. “I have not spoken with her, but she cannot overrule my father. And if she is displeased then I shall wear it.” He paused. “Do not worry, Charlotte. She will come around, once she sees I am determined. And, after all, she desires me wed too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He took her hands, squeezing them tightly. They gazed into each other’s eyes for a long moment. Suddenly, there was a knock at the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They both turned, releasing their hands. “Come in,” said Sebastian. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The door opened and Miss Alicia Drake was standing there. Charlotte gasped in shock. Just behind her she could see Sebastian’s brother, Lord Percy, hovering almost nervously. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian’s eyes narrowed. “I think your work is done here tonight, madam. You shall not get close enough again to fill the air with your poisoned words.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia paled. Percy stepped into the room, staring at his brother. “I think you should listen to her, old boy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian frowned. “What have you to do with it, Percy? You don’t know what has occurred.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Actually, I do.” Percy’s voice was steady. “I promise there will be no further harm to Lady Charlotte.” He stared at her, his eyes beseeching. “Madam, could you please give this lady a chance?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte’s heart started to hammer. She didn’t want to be in the same room as Miss Drake, but Percy was staring at her pleadingly, and Alicia’s face had crumpled, close to tears. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath. “I shall listen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian shook his head. “No. She is just playing you, as she has played all of us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I swear I am not,” said Alicia, her voice trembling. She stared at Charlotte. “Madam, I have done you a grievous wrong and I wish to atone.” She took a deep breath. “It was never my plan to hurt you. My lady mother pushed me to it, as she pushed me to pursue the marquis.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stilled, gazing at her. “Go on.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia took another deep breath. “I went along with it, because I saw no other way. My mother was determined that I should become a duchess one day, and she was ruthless in the pursuit.” She paused. “She sent my maid to your house, to gather information, which could hurt you, and made me confront you tonight with it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte felt her heart thump harder. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not proud of myself,” continued Alicia slowly. “In fact, I am heartsore that I have caused such distress. Please, will you forgive me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You did hurt me,” said Charlotte slowly. “You used my most private life against me.” She paused. “But if you are sincere in your apology, then yes, I can forgive you, Miss Drake.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia gasped, and a tear ran down her cheek. “Thank you, Lady Charlotte. Thank you. I promise that I am no longer under my mother’s thumb, and I shall not interfere in your affairs any longer.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mind that you don’t,” said Sebastian sharply. Then his gaze softened. “I appreciate your apology too, Miss Drake. It doesn’t make what has happened here tonight go away, but it helps.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia smiled, her eyes misty, curtseying. Then she turned to Lord Percy. Her eyes were filled with a bright light and Charlotte saw him gazing at her with deep emotion. What was going on between them? They were obviously very fond of each other, and yet she had always thought Miss Drake indifferent to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Percy took Alicia’s arm, and they both left the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, well, well,” said Sebastian slowly, staring at the door. “Wonders will never cease. You think she was sincere?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled, staring up at him. “I think that she was.” Her smile widened. “It has been a whirlwind of a night, my lord, and I think I should depart, at long last.” She gazed up at him. “I do believe that both Miss Alicia Drake and I could never have foreseen how unexpectedly it would turn out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte tweaked the lace curtain on her bedroom window, staring down at the carriage that had just swept through the front gates. Her heart started beating faster, as she watched Sebastian step down from it. A moment later, another man stepped down, carrying a large black bag. They both gazed around for a second, as they waited for the butler to receive them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Then he looked up. His green eyes softened as he saw her. She kept staring at him, her heart beating quicker still. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My lady!” Dulcie’s voice was cross. “I haven’t put the final pin in your hair. Come away from the window.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte dropped the curtain, turning to her maid. “Oh, Dulcie, you cannot scold me on a day such as this.” Her voice was tremulous. “He is here. He has arrived, just as he said he would.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dulcie’s face twitched and then a slow smile crept across it. “Of course he is here, my lady. I never doubted it for a moment, and nor did you.” Her smile broadened. “Your father has been waiting in his study for over an hour, you know. I don’t think I have ever seen him prouder. And your lady mother is done up to the nines and ordered the best china tea set, along with her finest tea.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte laughed. “It is not every day that a duke’s son comes to ask for my hand in marriage.” She paused. “Oh, Dulcie, I am so happy that I could burst!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mind that you don’t do that,” said the maid tartly. “You shouldn’t over exert yourself, my lady. Especially after all that you suffered last evening.” She ran an expert eye over her. “Are you feeling quite well? No cough, or shivers?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte shook her head. “Nothing.” She smiled. “I feel in the best of health.” She held up her left hand. “Look, no tremors either. I fear that the fine physician that his lordship has brought to see me shall think me a fraud.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The door opened and her mother came in, followed by Diana. Charlotte’s smile widened. Dulcie hadn’t been exaggerating. The countess was wearing one of her favourite gowns, and expensive, if understated, jewellery. Diana was dressed up, too. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is here!” announced her mother, her eyes shining. “He has already gone to your father’s study. He didn’t even want tea in the parlour. He just marched straight in there, like a man on a mission.” She gazed at Charlotte. “My dear, I am so happy for you. You shall have a good life with a man such as he. He will be a duke one day, but that is not the reason I say it. I can tell he is a fine man in the way that he saved you last night. He loves you, daughter, and I could not hope for anything more.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte swallowed a lump that had formed in her throat. “I love him, too, Mama. More than life itself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother’s eyes filled with tears. “If only your Aunt Eliza could be here to see this. She would be so proud of you, Lottie.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana cleared her throat, smiling. “Mama? The physician?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes.” The countess smiled. “Dr. Jackson is waiting for you in the parlour, Charlotte.” She paused. “He is the Duke of Richley’s private physician, you know. Usually he only consults the family. You are very honoured.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte took a deep breath. “I know.” She stared at them all. “How do I look?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Like an angel,” said Diana, smiling broadly. “I am so happy for you, dearest.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not quite yet,” said Dulcie. “Bend down and let me put that final pin in your hair.” Charlotte did so, and Dulcie quickly secured it. “There. You are ready now, my lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took another deep breath, turning to her sister. “Do not be too happy for me yet, Di. Let us hope that this physician’s words are not worse than the last ones.” She paused, a stab of nervousness shooting through her. “Let us hope that there is not a cloud looming over this most auspicious of days.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stood against the mantelpiece in the parlour, staring at the physician. Dr. Jackson had just finished his examination and was now packing his black bag. Her mother sat in her usual armchair, near the hearth. They were waiting for Sebastian to join them, before the good doctor told them what he thought. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte felt her heart beating fearfully. Would it be good news, or bad? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The door opened, and suddenly there he was. Sebastian. He was dressed in his finest morning suit, and she could see that he was nervous. His eyes immediately sought hers, and then he grinned. She smiled back, a little foolishly, knowing what his smile meant, as if she were able to read his mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her father had given his permission. It had never been in doubt, of course, but still it was as though a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. Not quite the final weight, but a significant one.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were free to marry. Both families had given their blessing, and now they could become formally engaged. There would be a notice in the newspapers, and a party. She could start planning the wedding with her mother and sister, along with the duchess, of course. Her heart felt as light as a feather, gazing at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Then she remembered the physician, who was standing expectantly. “My lord. Could you join us?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She saw him take a deep breath, as if for courage. Her mother rose, smiling at him, and he bowed to her. Then they all sat down. Charlotte could feel a strained smile spreading over her face, and her heart suddenly seized, filled with dread. What was the physician about to say? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dr. Jackson cleared his throat. “I have examined Lady Charlotte,” he said slowly, addressing Sebastian. “A curious array of symptoms.” He turned to Charlotte. “You say that Dr. Gibson, who has rooms on Harley Street, believes that you suffer from the same condition that afflicts Augustus d’Este, the king’s grandson?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte took a deep breath. “He did not claim it definitively, but that was his opinion.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dr. Jackson frowned. “I have spoken to physicians who have treated that gentlemen and I can safely say I am fully aware of his symptoms, and the slow decline he has suffered over the years.” He paused. “I do not believe that they are the same as Lady Charlotte’s, nor do I believe that her prognosis is the same.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte felt the breath leave her body. “You do not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shook his head. “I do not. Lady Charlotte suffers some of the same symptoms as Augustus d’Este – the tremors and blurring of vision – but not all.” He paused. “Further, his condition was a gradual decline, where the symptoms worsened over the years. He never improved, even for a little while.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte gazed at Sebastian, who was smiling at her encouragingly. He turned to the physician. “So, there are marked differences between my fiancée’s condition and the gentleman’s?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte glowed, hearing him refer to her as his fiancée. That, more than anything, finally made her realise that it was happening. She was going to become his wife. She tried to concentrate on what the doctor was saying. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just so, my lord,” said the physician. “Lady Charlotte is not declining, in the same way. Her symptoms come and go.” He paused, staring at Charlotte. “From what you have told me, my lady, often you are well, and suffer no symptoms at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte nodded. “That is true.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The physician nodded too. “And when I questioned you, you told me that the malady flares up often when you are under great emotional strain, am I right?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte nodded again. The countess nodded, too. “That is correct, Doctor. My daughter’s most recent relapse was when she heard the news of her beloved aunt’s death.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dr. Jackson sighed, leaning forward. “The body and the mind are complex things,” he said slowly. “Lady Charlotte told me that she suffers recurring nightmares about the accident that caused her malady as well. I think that a significant part of her condition is rooted in her distress over the accident, which she has never fully resolved.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte blinked back tears. “My horse,” she said, haltingly. “My horse suffered terribly and had to be put down. I heard his cries …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian got up and sat down beside her, taking her hand in his. “I am here, Charlotte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She gazed at him gratefully, taking a deep breath. “It is true what you say, Doctor. I have felt guilty and melancholy about it. It has got better as the years have gone on, but it still lingers within me. The fact that I caused his death and could not save him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian’s hand tightened in hers. “It was an accident, my love. These things happen, and you are not to blame for it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She blinked back tears. “He came to me, last evening,” she said slowly. “When I was clinging to the bridge. A vision of him. He was lying next to me and I said farewell to him.” She looked down at their joined hands. “Perhaps that is what I have needed to do for a long time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The physician cleared his throat again. “That is progress, Lady Charlotte. I will be curious as to whether you still suffer nightmares from now on.” He paused. “I believe they may fade, now. But we will monitor it.” He took a deep breath. “I believe that the most important thing is to manage your emotional wellbeing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte nodded. “I do get overwrought, when I feel the symptoms returning.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just so.” The physician nodded. “You become melancholy, which does not help the condition. In fact, I believe it probably makes it worse.” He smiled, suddenly. “I think that with the right support, with someone by your side that shows affection and concern, and your own careful vigilance to stay calm, the symptoms might disappear entirely.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte gasped. “You are saying that I might be able to lead a normal life, and not suffer with it any longer?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The physician’s smile broadened. “That is precisely what I am saying, Lady Charlotte. Your symptoms come and go and are usually triggered by emotion, not an underlying organic condition, as appears to be the case with Augustus d’Este.” He paused. “If we can manage that, then I have every confidence that you can lead a normal life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stared at him, dumbfounded. Her mother looked overcome as well. Charlotte could see tears misting her eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Doctor,” said the countess, her voice trembling. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The man smiled. “My pleasure.” He stood up. “I should depart.” He turned to Charlotte. “When you and my lord are wed, my lady, I shall take over management of your condition. We shall devise a plan of attack and be vigilant with it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stood up, overcome with emotion. “Thank you, Dr. Jackson. I look forward to it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The physician nodded, bowing, and left the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stood up as well. “I should leave. Dr. Jackson and I came together and my father needs the carriage this afternoon.” He stared at her tenderly, suddenly at a loss for words. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The countess stood up, smiling. “I shall leave you two alone,” she said slowly. “I am sure you want to speak privately about such good news before you depart, my lord.” She hesitated. “I am so pleased for you, my Lottie.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte went to her mother, kissing her gently on the forehead. “Thank you, Mama.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The countess left and they turned to each other. Sebastian took her hands in his, facing her. “Good news, my love. In more ways than one.” He took a deep breath. “I told you that Dr. Jackson was an excellent physician.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded, gazing at him. “It is promising. A lot more promising than I ever expected.” She paused. “I cannot thank you enough, my love. For standing by me, and helping me, and everything that you have done.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There are no thanks needed,” he said softly, brushing his hand against her cheek gently. “I shall always be by your side, my Charlotte. Through thick and thin.” He paused, his eyes shining. “Come what may.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte felt her eyes swimming with tears. She still couldn’t quite believe that it was real. He was to become her husband. She would be his wife. He loved her, and she loved him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath. Yes, they could tackle anything, if he was by her side. She only wished she had realised long before now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come what may,” she repeated, softly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    The bells were ringing merrily as the open carriage drew up to the village church. The petite woman with dark hair, curling delicately around her face, took a deep breath, staring at her sister and her father, sitting opposite her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You look lovely, my dear,” said her father, a little gruffly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte beamed at him. Dear Papa. Was that a tear in his left eye, in the very corner? But if it was, he wiped it away quickly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The driver was already at the carriage door, opening it. The earl stepped down and Diana followed, carefully picking up the hem of her pale pink silk and lace gown. Charlotte gazed at her fondly. She looked beautiful, with a garland of rose thrift resting lightly on her dark hair. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The earl was waiting for her, arm outstretched. “He will not wait forever, Charlotte,” he teased, staring at his daughter. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stepped down, taking her father’s arm. The guests drew nearer, staring at her. She could hear murmurs through the crowd as their eyes registered her dress. The expensive wedding gown, ordered from France, of fine white cotton with an embroidered gossamer overlay. It was very high-waisted, with a cream ribbon below the bust, and slightly puffed sleeves that ended just above her elbows. She placed a trembling hand on her head, adjusting her garland, which was of the same rose thrift as her sister’s. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her wedding day. It had finally arrived. She was about to step into her local village church in Salbridge and become a marchioness. One day she would be a duchess.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her eyes drifted towards the green hills surrounding the church. The hills where she had ridden Prancer all those years ago. The hills where she had been riding the day that he had died. The day that had changed her life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She drew a deep breath, her eyes misting with tears. It had finally come full circle. A man was waiting for her at the altar, inside the church. A man that had healed her, finally, of the terrible guilt that she had suffered, with his love. A man who had stood up for her, and fought for her and would continue to love and support her. She was sure of that. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She blinked back tears again. No one knew what the future held. There were no guarantees of what would happen to her, if she would relapse again, if she would remain healthy. But with Sebastian by her side, she was willing to face any difficulty. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She turned her head away from the rolling green hills, towards the church, taking the first step towards her future. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
    Can't get enough of Charlotte and Sebastian? 
 
      
 
    Then make sure to check out the Extended Epilogue to find out…  
 
      
 
    How will Lord Percy get his own happily ever after? 
 
    With what gesture does Sebastian show he has forgiven Alicia? 
 
    Who is joining Charlotte in the birth of her first child? 
 
      
 
    Click the link or enter it into your browser 
 
    http://bridgetbarton.com/charlotte 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    (After reading the Extended Epilogue, turn the page to read the first chapters from “The Secret Admirer of an Extraordinary Lady”, my Amazon Best-Selling novel!) 
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Introduction 
 
      
 
    Lydia Gibbs is much more interested in drawing beautiful dresses than settling for something less than a fairytale love. But when she unexpectedly starts receiving anonymous letters from a secret admirer, she begins to dream of a love she never knew she could have. The situation becomes further complicated when she starts to see a different side of her childhood friend, someone she used to despise as a young girl. Will she dare to fall for someone she has never even met, or will she realise that someone else entirely is worth her attention? 
 
      
 
    Anthony Boyle has always found pleasure in teasing his best friend’s little sister. When one day he takes it too far and she walks off leaving him standing with everyone looking at him, he starts plotting his revenge. But the lesson he’s planning to teach her is one he will be taught himself when he starts realising that he has fallen in love with her. How will he be able to resolve the situation he created without losing the only woman he has ever loved? 
 
      
 
    Anthony and Lydia will find themselves in amusing situations where one will always be a step ahead of the other. Who will be the one to claim Lydia’s heart when all the cards are on the table? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ve no proper understanding of the game, Lydia.” The new girl stood opposite her with her small arms crossed across her chest in a pretty pout. The girl had arrived only yesterday in the county and her family’s decision to let the squire’s acreage had caused a stir in the countryside surrounding everything nine-year-old Lydia held dear.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do too have an understanding,” she shot back at the newcomer. “The game of graces isn’t that hard, after all. ‘Tis only dull.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked longingly across the yard to a sunny space of grass where her brother Gregory was engaged in a rigorous game of lawn bowls with a few of the neighbourhood lads. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were older than her and looked to be having a good deal more fun frolicking to their hearts’ content while she and this pale little girl stood in their best muslin and attempted to toss a beribboned ring lightly between two pairs of sticks.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sighing, she tried to attend to her lot, catching the ring on one of the sticks and righting it before sending it back to the girl. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Marilyn, is it?” she asked, trying not to sound bored. “How have you found the county thus far?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is well,” the other girl replied demurely, bowing her head with all the delicate grace Lydia’s own mother was constantly trying to instil. “We’ve a lake at the back of the squire’s place, and some very fine walks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would hardly call it a lake,” Lydia ventured, tossing her long brown hair over one shoulder. It hung nearly to her waist and swung warm and heavy against her back. “Papa has a lake where he fishes and boats on occasion beyond our orchard. I’ll show you some time if you like and you needn’t be shackled to that little pond at the squire’s.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She hadn’t meant to sound imperious but saw from the other girl’s expression that her words were ill received. The girl, shorter and slimmer with big blue eyes and feather-like blonde hair, seemed to shrink under some unspoken reproof. Lydia, who had been raised to be kind in all matters, felt a sharp stab of conscience and rushed to amend her statement.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But ‘tis a nice place all around, and I’m sure you have some very pleasant fish.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ring soared past Marilyn and landed softly on the grass beyond. The little girl looked at it solemnly, then back at Lydia. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wish my papa had a lake like yours.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nonsense,” Lydia said, feeling the heat of a blush creep into her face. “It’s not so fine, and there’s no need now that you live nearby. You can come to mine any time you like.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marilyn’s smile warmed at once. “That would be lovely.” She picked the ring up and spun it twice around one of her play sticks. “What is the winning in a game like this, I wonder?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose you win if you keep it from touching the ground.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But who wins, exactly?” the new playmate pressed on with the first hint of a mischievous smile. “Both of us, and that’s so dreadfully politic.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia wasn’t sure what ‘dreadfully politic’ meant, but she felt the first real twinge of kinship with the girl standing across from her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would you like to play something else? We could join the boys’ game.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Or we could all together play a round of seek and find.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia smiled broadly and called across the yard at her brother, “Gregory! We’ve a new game to play!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The boys looked up from their lawn bowls in surprise, then, shrugging, jogged together towards the girls. Gregory reached them first, closely followed by the long-legged Anthony, his best friend. Plump, sweet Will from the parish nearby brought up the rear, panting for air and sweating something fierce.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What have we done to be graced with the princess’s attention?” Anthony said, speaking first as he always did in the trio. He was nearing twelve years of age and had a fine shock of dark hair and flashing brown eyes. “You sure you can tear yourself away from your fascinating sport? It’s hard work, keeping a little ribbon in the air.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia flushed with frustration as she always did in her brother’s best friend’s presence. She found him an annoyance at best and spent much of her time avoiding him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “See if you can do any better,” she said, holding out the sticks to him with an air of restrained dignity. “It’s not as easy as it looks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gregory laughed and took the ring instead, spinning it once on his finger and then sending it spinning away across the lawn. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Gregory!” Lydia exclaimed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come now, little sis, you know Mama wouldn’t stand for a pair of boys playing the game of graces. I’m just trying to stick to propriety.” He switched his voice into a perfect imitation of their mother’s prim and proper tones. “’Lydia,’” he shrilled, “’you mustn’t shout or encourage improper play.’” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia smiled despite herself. “Well, we’ve an idea for proper play. How about a round of seek and find?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who will hide first?” Will asked, still panting heavily. “Could I stand and count?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ll hide,” Lydia said with a bright smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You?” Anthony leaned forward, peering at her as though she were a specimen in his butterfly collection. “No, you haven’t the skill for such a task. Besides, all that brown hair will get tangled in the brambles and if we don’t find you, you’ll have to spend all night outside with the wild animals.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia took a step forward, a familiar annoyance surging into anger, but Gregory stuck his arm out and laughed the drama off as he always did. “Come now, I’ll hide. Give me a count of thirty and then if you find me, you have to hide with me until the others do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia rolled her eyes. “All right, but don’t pick a tiny place in the garden like you did last time. I still feel like I have spiders in my hair –” catching Anthony’s mocking gaze she snapped her lips shut and kept the rest of the story to herself.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everyone came into a circle, grabbing hands and closing their eyes while Gregory took off away from the group. The estate had numerous places to hide – the lake was there, and the trees, and he could even beeline for the stables if he had a mind to. Lydia held Marilyn’s thin, cool hand in one of her own, and felt Anthony seize the other with his usual playful force. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They began to count, and at each number Anthony squeezed a fraction tighter. Lydia bit her lip to keep from giving Anthony the satisfaction of her crying out in alarm, but as soon as the count ended, she jerked her hand back and bestowed him with a withering glare. He pretended not to notice, taking off in the direction of the orchard.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marilyn headed towards the stables, and Lydia split off towards the lake, all three leaving poor Will in the dust. It was hard to run in her skirts, and Lydia hiked them up nearly to her knees, hopeful that her mother and her guests wouldn’t be paying attention. The wind felt good in her hair, and her legs pumped away in pursuit of Gregory. When she came out of the open lawn and into the first copse of trees she slowed, peeking around the broad trunks to be sure her brother wasn’t hidden there. He was nowhere to be found.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia checked under bushes and inside hollows, eventually deciding to swing by the orchard on the way to the lake. As she passed beneath the mature apple and peach trees, hidden by their greening boughs, she felt something hard fall on her head and looked up in surprise. There, silent in the tree limbs above, sat Gregory and Anthony.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What’s this?” Gregory hissed. “You dropped that on purpose.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony shrugged innocently, and then motioned for Lydia to climb up beside them. She struggled to reach the first tree limb, but Gregory and Anthony each took one of her hands and hauled her up. She put her back against the trunk and braced her legs.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m surprised you found us,” Anthony whispered at last, when they’d determined Will and Marilyn were both out of earshot.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She had help,” Gregory sniffed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did not,” Lydia snapped. “I would have looked up eventually.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Look –” Gregory pointed toward the great house, “– Mama and Papa are walking down with the guests. You’d best stay quiet Lydia, for Mama would have a fit if she saw you in a tree.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia knew he was right, and she didn’t doubt for a minute that he’d chosen that hiding place because he thought she wouldn’t risk climbing up with him. She peered up at her brother in silent disdain, catching sight of Anthony as she did so. He winked at her solemnly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “’Tis no matter. Stay quiet and they won’t see us,” Lydia said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony nodded seriously. “Oh, I’ll stay quiet, but I won’t count on you to hold your tongue. Women are always prattling on so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia frowned and tried to ignore the older boy. He was a daily frustration – the only son of a nobleman and the eventual heir to Rosebury Park. When he wasn’t playing an exclusive game with Gregory, he was baiting her into trouble. She never learnt.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Just then, as the slender and well-tailored figures of the adults cut very near their tree-top perch, Anthony leaned down very low and whispered into Lydia’s ear, “Best close your eyes, lassie. That green might blend in with the trees, but you’ve got that brown spot in the left one and they’d be sure to spot their own deformed princess from a mile away.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Stinging with the insult, Lydia rose up in anger, tottering on the tree limb, and grabbed hard for Anthony’s lapels. He tried to shake her off, but her hold was good, and when she tumbled backwards to the ground he followed, landing heavily beside her. They weren’t far off the ground, but the blow still knocked the wind out of Lydia’s lungs and by the time she’d gasped for air again, Anthony had risen to his knees with flashing eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Brat!” he cried out, heedless of the shocked adults nearby. “Where do you get off attacking me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A thousand insults rushed through Lydia’s mind, but she stuck to the tried and true method of communicating she’d learnt from Gregory at a young age and merely lunged toward Anthony, catching him across the shoulders and taking him by surprise again. He hurled her off, and she rolled back for a moment, bent on attacking again when she felt strong arms hauling her up by the waist and setting her aside.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was Father, his face grim, and Mama loomed beside. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lydia, how could you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia’s mother was a pretty, pale little thing, but she held a firm line of discipline when it came to matters of grace and propriety. Lydia knew with a sinking feeling that retribution would be swift.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He started it,” she began lamely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is never an excuse for such reckless and inappropriate behaviour. You are a lady, and if you insist on behaving like an animal our guests will be forced to think you are one. Climbing a tree? Fighting with children? What has got into you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia hung her head in shame, feeling the eyes of the other parents like needles on her conscience.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony’s father stepped forward too, laying his hand on his son’s shoulder. “And don’t you think you’re getting off easy, son. You are the son of a gentleman, and a gentleman you must be at all times. You must behave kindly towards ladies –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is not a lady,” Anthony said darkly, staring up furiously at his opponent. “Look at her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia looked down and saw the tear in her muslin, the grass stain on the white fabric, the bright scratch across her forearm, and the rumpled ribbon at her waist. He was right. She bit her lip, the fury still simmering below the surface. Here was a miserable boy if she ever knew one, and for the rest of her life she would detest him with every fibre of her being. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunlight poured in over the vase of wildflowers set upon the sill in Lydia’s room, highlighting the pale lilacs and the drooping boughs of honeysuckle that spilled like water from their crystal container. Lydia, now a blooming young woman of nineteen, stood and turned the vase ever so slightly before sitting once again before her easel.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was afternoon light, the very best kind for this sort of composition, but she knew it would only last another half an hour before she was forced to work from her imagination only. She snapped open her paint box with ready fingers, dipped some ultramarine pigment from one of the small bowls, and mixed it with a pale ochre and a few drops of clear water. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia wondered, sometimes, which she preferred most out of the painting process. Was it the magnificence of seeing a figure come to life on paper, or was it simply the everyday motions of mixing yellow and blue and finding an earthy green emerge on the pallet? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The door to the solar opened and in walked her mama, Lady Holden, arrayed in dark purple silk with a wimple settled atop her greying curls. Lydia rose at once, setting the paintbrush aside with a curtsey. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama, what a pleasure. How was your walk?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quite lovely, as always Lydia.” Lady Holden came to her side and peered at the initial lines of the painting with a critical eye. “I like that you are choosing such decorous subject matter, Lydia. It is both appropriate and enchanting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You know what our dear Reverend Fordyce says,” Lydia smiled coyly. “It is up to the fine young ladies of our time to repair the rent fabric of society by pursuing once again our most graceful and appealing list of accomplishments.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know you mean mischief when you begin to quote Fordyce’s Sermons,” Lady Holden said curtly, sinking into a chair and watching her daughter apply her attention once again to the canvas. “Although you really should read it more often than you do. I saw just yesterday a passage marked regarding the frugality and simplicity with which a girl should approach her own wardrobe. We may have wealth and title, Lydia, but it’s a mark of grace for a woman even in such a state to avoid gratuitous distinguishing finery.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia thought of the parcel of paintings hidden under her side table and felt a familiar pang of guilt. She was secretly proud of the figures and styles drawn in that secret stash, but she knew the great Reverend Fordyce would never have approved.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, Mama,” she said demurely. “But surely you don’t hold the Sermons as applicable in every situation, for surely tonight at the ball you would not have me go without so much as a ribbon to my credit? For is it not Fordyce himself who says a lady should never be an intellectual threat to her husband? If he will not leave us wit as an ally, surely finery is the only weapon left to our disposal?”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia hid a smile as she watched her mother wrestle with this new idea. It was a delight to tease Lady Holden about the social morays of the day, which seemed to Lydia to crumble at the slightest intellectual examination. But outside the safety of the sunlit solar Lydia was always more reticent to push back against society.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You speak quite frankly now, Lydia, but you must grow more serious about your prospects at some point. Accomplishments and shy smiles are not enough to win an eligible gentleman if you are too afraid to put yourself forward as a suitable alternative to the other ladies of the county. You have a good title, and your face is not poor to look upon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “With attractions such as those, how could anyone not desire my hand?” Lydia asked wryly, dipping her brush back into the ultramarine and drawing a slender slash of colour along the underside of a painted leaf. “I’m sorry for teasing, Mama. You know I understand my place.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m glad of the ball tonight. You keep to yourself far too much for a girl your age, and I think it surprising you haven’t had more suitors.” Lady Holden fanned herself quickly. “Are you having tea drawn up, dear?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Mama. The maid will be here soon to tend to my wardrobe, and I thought there would not be time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quite right, quite right. Well, I will leave you to your flowers for the time being.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia watched her mother go with mixed feelings. She loved the woman as a daughter ought, but as each year passed, she found it harder to connect with her mother’s frantic concern about the marriageable status of her only daughter. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Such anxiety had not been bestowed upon Gregory, who walked through life with his head high and his honourable title to comfort him. But while Gregory seemed to bring Lord and Lady Holden nothing but pride, Lydia always felt her parents were looking at the clock when in her presence, desperate to see her situation provided for and her future secure.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked to the door and, seeing that the maid had not yet arrived, went to her dressing table and pulled out the brown canvas parcel of paintings. She untied the string and looked at each drawing with quiet delight. There was: a jewel-green gown with high-waisted perfection and an angular shawl cut down the side; a riding habit with sharp lines and a towering colour; and there at the bottom a simple muslin day dress with a borrowed inspiration from Paris. She went on, touching each new design with loving fingers as though they were her children, carefully created and cared for, each as treasured as the last.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What would Fordyce have to say about this vanity?” she said out loud. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He would say they are quite fine, Miss.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia turned with a start, catching sight of the maid curtseying and then closing the door firmly behind her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Bess. You startled me.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia fumbled to put the paintings back in order and tied the string around the canvas as hurriedly as possible. She slipped the parcel beneath the table and looked up guiltily at the little blonde maid, who she’d known since childhood. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, My Lady.” Bess curtseyed again, then smiled gently. “You know I’ve seen them before, and I think they’re truly lovely. You should show them to your mother, or to the tailor in town. Your gown for Lady Marilyn’s ball is a picture but think how much finer it would be if you’d asked for that neckline that’s so popular across the Channel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia blushed and stood. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Bess, you know I don’t think them good enough to share with anybody but myself. They are child’s play – mere doll things I’ve not yet grown out of. I wish I had talents like the lovely Miss Parson from a county over or even Marilyn. Singing and playing the pianoforte are so much more conducive to social functions. I could hardly parade my figures and designs at my mother’s card table for county approval.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You don’t know that,” Bess said, adding quickly, “My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laid the armful of silk she carried down on the bed, stretching it out until Lydia could see all the fine points of her gown on display. It was a pale pink, with filmy gold overlay and tiny embroidery roses dancing along the hem and across the sweeping neckline. Lydia brushed the soft fabric with a loving hand.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may be right about my designs, but I’m not sure you’re right about the tailor. This is a lovely thing to behold.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come, miss. We must freshen you up and try to get all that long hair into some sort of arrangement.” Bess hustled her mistress behind the screen and helped her undress down to the thin under shift she always wore, handing Lydia a cloth with which to clean, and carrying her day dress out for pressing.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia bathed with the cloth and switched to a fresh muslin shift, stays, and a petticoat, submitting to Bess’s assistance to shake into the undergarments before lifting her slim arms and letting the pink gown slide over her head. It just brushed the floor, and in a moment, she had her stockings and shoes in place as well. Bess laced the back, buttoned the three top pearls, and brushed everything down with a final fuss of attention. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s fine, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia looked down at the generous neckline and the elegant sweep of satin and blushed. “Yes, it will do, Bess.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now for your hair.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia perched on a stool while Bess brushed out her thick brown hair, which still hung long down her back and had developed a loose curl as the years passed. Bess twisted the bulk of her hair into a high bun, leaving tendrils around the face and at the nape of the neck, and then began gently winding a pale gold ribbon through the dark waves. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ll be at the squire’s home tonight?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, although it belongs officially to Marilyn’s father now. The manor will be beautifully outfitted for the ball – Mrs. Winston always sees to such things,” Lydia raised an arm to pull part of the ribbon flat against her head. “I think Mr. Winston plans to announce something very special tonight.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “About Miss Winston?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Marilyn and Mr. Elwood have been in agreement for some time, and I think tonight will signal their official engagement.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bess smiled indulgently and took some small star pins from the side drawer to put the finishing touches on Lydia’s elegant hairstyle. “It’s a fortunate match. Mr. Elwood is very respectable, I hear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And Miss Winston seems to love him,” Lydia said wistfully.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia looked at herself in the mirror in sober contemplation. Her gown was fine, her figure slender. Her arms, when in gloves, would be a picture too. And her hair was all that it should be with the stars shining inside it. She leaned forward and winced at her green eyes, stricken as they’d always been with the single dark spot amid the glowing iris.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is what it is,” she said with a shy shrug. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bess pretended shock. “My Lady, you needn’t be modest,” she said. “You’ll catch every eye in the ballroom if you walk in arrayed like this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “’Tis not I who should be catching every eye tonight,” Lydia said with a smile, brushing off the usual discomfort she felt in the face of open praise. “You know Marilyn – Miss Winston, I mean – is fully deserving of the adoring attention of the masses. I helped her pick out her gown last week, and she’ll be glowing in white taffeta with a headdress of peacock feathers and diamonds.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bess nodded and, gathering her hair supplies and the discarded day dress, took her leave of her pretty little mistress with a curtsey and a smile. Lydia watched her go with a warm heart. Tonight would be a lovely night, with all the people she cared about close at hand and her best friend’s imminent happiness the star of the show. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marilyn had managed what Lydia had always dreamed of – an admirable and respectable match without sacrificing matters of the heart. Mr. Elwood proved himself a fine looking and well-mannered man, and though he was a bit dull for Lydia’s taste, he seemed to capture Marilyn’s sweet heart easily enough.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia sighed and shook her shimmering evening shawl about her shoulders. Let the festivities begin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Check.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony Foyle put forth his carved wooden bishop with flair, knocking back one of the pale oaken pawns and placing his own dark piece in full view of the vulnerable king of his opponent. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s happening more often than not, fellow,” Gregory said with a frown, leaning back and surveying the board in his usual manner. “But you’re too impetuous. You set out on such conquests because you see an easy route to the king, but you don’t tend to what’s happening back at home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If I wanted a sermon, Gregory, I would have gone down to the parson. You’re stalling.” Anthony stood and strode down the length of the veranda, looking out over Rosebury with a keen eye. It was a beautiful estate, well-manicured and possessing of some of the finest fishing lakes and walks in the region. He caught sight of a farmer in the distance driving a flock of sheep out to pasture and turned lazily to view his opponent. “Have you made a decision?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course I have,” Gregory said, shooting his knight over enemy lines and landing squarely in range of both Anthony’s queen and bishop. “That’s called a fork, my good fellow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I didn’t mean about that, of course,” Anthony said, annoyed despite himself at his friend’s cunning on the chessboard. It was usually Anthony’s game, and he rarely lost – never to Gregory. “I meant about your father’s estate and the investment. Have you and Lord Holden decided whether or not to let the outer corners of your home to the village, or are you intent to keep it as one solid property?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve not a mind for business like you have, but I can say I’ve heard my father drone on about the trouble with change long enough to imagine he would sacrifice almost anything to avoid selling the estate piecemeal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Or renting,” Anthony laughed, came back to the table, and motioned to the footman to request a scotch. “It’s amusing that you think I have a mind for business. It casts a poor light on you, I’m afraid, if in contrast to your lordship I seem intelligent and quick with numbers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Anthony. If you set aside that rakish nature and put your mind to the matters of estate and preservation, I’m sure you’d be as responsible as the rest of us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony reached forward and fingered the bishop almost tenderly. Gregory, the tall, rough, sprawling heir to Parkfield and Lord Holden’s title, knew him better than almost anybody else, and still there was much he didn’t know about the heir to Rosebury. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony cared more than he was willing to admit about loyalty to the estate tenants and preservation of the family title, but he was a young man with good prospects and an excellent income. He was expected to enjoy life a little. To hunt and fish and squander thousands in London. Anthony smiled inwardly at the sombre tone his thoughts had taken. What a poor man you are, he mused to himself, forced to enjoy life to its fullest. How the urchins of Cowley Street must envy you! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He set the bishop back on the board, moving it to a different square. Gregory looked at him in surprise.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This may be the first time in the future Lord Carlisle’s life that given the choice between the church and the skirts he’s opted for the former.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not all queens are worth dying for,” Anthony shot back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s your funeral,” Gregory took the queen with his knight, sitting back in triumph. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Pardon me, but I fear you are misinformed.” In the space that Gregory’s knight left behind on the field, Anthony moved his castle into prominence, blocking all exits for the opposing team and supporting one solitary pawn for the final death move. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gregory countered, but it was not enough. Anthony tucked the pawn into place with a swirl of his lace-encased wrist and then looked up with a wink. “Checkmate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s a marvel that I keep falling for this rubbish,” Gregory said, throwing aside his kerchief in disgust. “I ask you to play hazard or to ride the length of the field on horseback, both sure-fire wins for me, and yet I find myself again and again submitting to humiliation in the field of your forte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony laughed and clapped his friend on the shoulder. “Then you have my word of honour as a gentleman. Next time it shall be a horse race on open land.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gregory stood and stretched his legs, quickly regaining his good humour. “Your word of honour as a gentleman? A funny thing, that. If I’m not mistaken, you were once scolded very terribly for ungentlemanly behaviour towards my sister.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You make it all sound very untoward,” Anthony said grimly, annoyed as he always seemed to be at the mention of little Lydia Gibbs. “It was a cat fight and I was simply trying to stay alive.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She pulled you out of a tree,” Gregory said with a barely contained smile. “I’d call that skill.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Or raw luck.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t lucky for her. Mama had her consigned to her room for days afterwards, tending to her sewing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony turned away, placing both hands on the railing. “It was easier than my punishment. When you’re thoroughly beaten by your best friend’s younger sister you live with the disagreeable experience for all eternity.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you going to the ball tonight?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course I am. I hear it is to be Miss Winston’s shining moment.” Anthony turned and cast Gregory a glance. “I always thought you were destined for the fair Miss Winston. I’m amazed you allowed the dashing Mr. Elwood to upstage you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gregory rolled his eyes and motioned to the footman to bring his coat and hat. “The fair Miss Winston, as you call her, is a sweet enough girl, but a bit too fragile for me. I shall find someone at the heart of London society, swirling amid the drama without being afflicted by self-consciousness or false modesty. I can abide neither.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “In that, we agree.” Anthony had had his share of pleasant companions, but while fair looks and figures abounded, he found genuine conversation and heart vulnerability was far less common. He had never courted a girl the equal of his wit and ingenuity, and he felt until such a one was met, he would attend to no one with any serious understandings. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why is it that young ladies always feel the need to act as though they have no accomplishments, when we have all seen them cultivating the skills since they were girls. Take your sister, for example. She was always away drawing and painting, but when you try to look at her latest work, she pretends ignorance of the entire craft and blushes as though she’d never before held a brush.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Modesty is assumed to be a good quality,” Gregory said with a shrug. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, so is symmetry, but then the greatest artists believe you must break the rules of perfection to achieve true beauty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gregory looked at his friend in surprise. “Come, now there’s a serious thought for you. What has got into you, Anthony, speaking of art and beauty as though you really cared for such things? You’ve only ever asked a pretty girl with a graceful figure to accompany you around the ballroom, and I don’t expect such things to change any time soon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Anthony said, trying to laugh off his discomfort. “I don’t expect to change my standards any time soon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lord,” the footman appeared at the door with a dignified bow. “We have brought round the gentleman’s horse, and I’ve a message from Lady Carlisle.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gregory nodded and, taking his hat, made for the door. “I’ll see you tonight, old chap.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When he had gone, Anthony nodded encouragement to the footman. “Go on. What does Mother need?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She says to remind you that we are leaving in the carriage in just a few hours, and you will be required at tea before that. She asks that you consider dressing now, before the gong.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony restrained the urge to roll his eyes at the severity of the schedule to which they adhered in the great house. He cared deeply for his mother, who was thoughtful and kind, despite her sometimes overbearing manner. But she ruled Rosebury with an iron fist. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Stuart,” He said with a bow. “Send my boy up at once and I will put Lady Carlisle to rest as to the strenuous matter of my wardrobe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just so, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The footman retreated as quietly as he had come and Anthony took one more look out across the estate before heading upstairs. It was a peaceful and beautiful property, and he felt the weight of responsibility as he looked at it. Whatever the young and the wealthy might deserve, he felt his father and mother and Rosebury Park deserved more. Quietly, he vowed to spend more time poring over the books and acquainting himself with them. Then he walked into the house to prepare for the ball. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Gibbs,” Mrs. Winston greeted her with a warm smile. “It’s so lovely to see you here. Marilyn has been all about the house in search of you, and now that you’ve arrived her heart will be quite at rest.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do me an honour,” Lydia replied with a gracious curtsey. “Although I think we may have Mr. Elwood to thank for the peaceful state of your daughter’s heart.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mrs. Winston smiled warmly back and waved Lydia through into the great hall and the drawing room beyond. The manor, usually a plain and simple affair, had been decorated with more splendour than Lydia had ever seen the Winstons expend. The inner walls were hung with garlands and bouquets, and the outer garden beyond could be seen resplendent in the light of nearly one hundred paper lanterns. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Strains of sweet violin music moved about the place, and all around Lydia heard the rush and murmur of guests preparing for the dance. She passed through the greeting hall and into the ballroom, a small affair compared to that with which she’d grown up, but hardly diminished under the hand of beribboned decorators and sparkling under a magnificent chandelier. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Across the room she caught sight of Marilyn, robed in white with a brilliant smile, hanging on Mr. Elwood’s arm. The two caught eyes across the room and Marilyn came across with her beau by her side. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lydia, you look beautiful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you as well.” Lydia cast a coy glance at the handsome Mr. Elwood. “You’d best keep a close watch on this lovely girl. She’ll have the hearts of all the men in the room before the first reel has drawn to a close.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will there be reels? How very northern of you,” Mr. Elwood said with a raised eyebrow.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But it’s the Winstons,” Lydia countered with a smile. “If there’s enjoyment to be had, they will of course be indulging, and there is no such thing as an enjoyable ball without a resounding reel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You know us too well, friend,” said Marilyn. Then, leaning close, she whispered, “Come steal me away after the first few dances. I so long for a chat.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia nodded her solemn agreement and the two parted ways to return to the giddy party, which was already drawing up lines for the dance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Gibbs,” came a voice at her elbow. It was Will, still round and good-natured as he’d been when a child, with a lopsided smile on his face. “Will you open the first reel with me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will!” She exclaimed with delight, clasping his hand. “I would be delighted to open with you, and I’ve been longing for a reel since the close of last season. Let’s step to it and make the whole room jealous with our skill and enthusiasm.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The whole room will be jealous,” interjected Will’s friend, who stood nearby, “if William is to walk forward with the lovely Miss Gibbs on his arm.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will, I don’t believe I know your friend,” Lydia said with a smile. “Do introduce us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, I’ve been remiss. This is the Honourable Sir Fredrick Bartlew, visiting from London for a few weeks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mr. Bartlew bowed low over Lydia’s offered hand and smiled charmingly up at her from under a fine shock of red hair and a daring pair of blue eyes. “My pleasure. May I venture to request the lady’s hand for the dance after the reel?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It will be a quadrille, doubtless,” Lydia said with a blush, “but if you are up to the task I am as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think you will find me more than capable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Lydia and Will took their places on the floor, Will rolled his eyes subtly in the direction of his friend.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He seems quite taken with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think all young men are given a handbook of proper phrases to make a lady blush,” Lydia said with a laugh and a toss of her head.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They began the joyful movements of the dance, coming together with a few light steps and then apart again, looping around their neighbours and meeting in the centre of the room for a light spin and skip before re-joining the progressive line. Lydia felt the heat come to her face from exertion, and by the time they’d finished the round she came off the dancefloor in a fair glow of energy and happiness. Mr. Bartlew seemed to notice, for he took her hand with added warmth and surveyed her flushed complexion with appreciation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My dear Miss Gibbs, you have greatly improved from the exercise, and a moment ago I would not have thought such a thing possible.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia raised a hand to her flushed cheek and lowered her eyes. “You are too kind. I confess I am happy to know it is a slow quadrille on the horizon. I can catch my breath.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mr. Bartlew took her hand in his, pressing it into the crook of his elbow and leading her back to the floor just as the first strains of the quadrille began in careful fashion. They joined with three other couples and began the friendly progression of steps with ease. Mr. Bartlew was an easy dancer, and after a time Lydia found herself falling into comfortable conversation with him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How have you found the county thus far? Are we quite as exciting as London?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps not as exciting,” her companion countered playfully, spinning Lydia once in the proper circle and then passing her off to the neighbour. They made the rounds separated, and when they were back together again, he pulled her close and said in a slightly lower tone, “but every bit as enchanting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah.” Lydia searched for another question and settled upon a safer topic. “I suppose you don’t have as much opportunity for society in the country.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have opportunity enough,” her companion answered suavely. “But I understand your meaning and yes, London does have a certain sparkle that’s difficult to replicate at a country dance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They took hands again and began to promenade in a circle. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have only been to London a few times,” Lydia admitted. “Often the best dances of the season start there, but we rarely travel down. Father does go on occasion to Tattersall’s.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, nothing rivals Tattersall’s for manly endeavours and horseflesh.” Mr. Bartlew peered down at Lydia. “I understand you grew up at Parkfield. It must have been a charmed childhood.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was indeed,” Lydia responded, her heart sinking. It was a common enough tale for a wealthy girl such as herself. Her suiter had hardly gone two rounds of the quadrille and was already asking about her father’s estate. She couldn’t keep the edge out of her voice. “Would you like to hear the length and breadth of the estate? I should warn you that I have an older brother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mr. Bartlew frowned deeply. “You wound me, Miss Gibbs, with such assumptions. I was merely making conversation. And here you are accusing me of ungentlemanly intentions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia wanted to say what she was thinking, that society’s sworn gentlemen were often the worst of the lot when it came to arranged marriages and mercenary wooing, but she chose the quieter escape instead. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No one could accuse you of being ungentlemanly, Mr. Bartlew.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And a truer lady I have never seen,” Mr. Bartlew fawned, spinning her around and carrying her through the final steps of the dance. They ended on a great crescendo from the cello and violin in the corner of the room and Lydia sank into a grateful curtsey. Mr. Bartlew led her from the floor. “Perhaps I may engage you for another dance?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia looked up and caught Marilyn’s eye across the ballroom. Her friend nodded toward the cool evening outside and the message was clear enough. “Certainly,” Lydia answered Mr. Bartlew. “But not at the moment. I must go engage the lady of the evening for the next few moments. Perhaps after?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will be waiting,” Mr. Bartlew bowed deeply. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia fairly skipped across the room in her friend’s direction, drawn, as she always was, to her more girlish ways in Marilyn’s presence. Marilyn took her arm and the two walked dreamily out onto the balcony and then down into the sparkling garden. They strolled alongside one another, as they had since they were young girls sharing secrets in the orchard.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you quite happy, Marilyn?” Lydia asked wistfully. “You must be waiting with excitement for your father’s official announcement.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I feel peaceful, actually. It will make no difference, in truth, whether our understanding is official. It matters to Mama and Papa, certainly, but my heart is steady in Mr. Elwood regardless.” Marilyn paused under the arbour and caught up her friend’s small hands. “Isn’t it a wonderful thing, Lydia? We always hoped such a love would find us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Lydia answered with mock sobriety. “Remember when Gregory once hinted that you ought to marry Linus Carson because of his wealth and position? What a close call that was.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We were only ten years old,” Marilyn said, rolling her eyes and giggling. “I hardly think Linus Carson was in danger of my affections.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But perhaps you were in danger of his,” Lydia teased. “You lived in fear for months that he would come knocking at your door and take you away from your mother and father.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We made a pact, then, you and I –” Marilyn’s words sobered in the sparkling evening air, “– to marry for love.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia felt a pang of misgiving, even jealousy. “My dear Marilyn, you have not had to sacrifice our pact, nor your better judgment. Mr. Elwood is a good match, even as he has won your heart. I fear I may not be as fortunate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come now, Lydia. There’s no need to be downcast. I’ve seen you just this evening dancing with an eligible and handsome gentleman that would surely be worthy of your attentions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He would be worthy of my father’s estate, perhaps, but I am unconvinced that he is deserving of my love and devotion.” Lydia sighed and sat on a marble bench beneath a rose trellis. “Marilyn, I would throw caution to the wind and vow to stay in my father’s house forever if it weren’t for my parents. They so ache to see me wed. I feel I have not the confidence to refuse them. In truth, our silly pact worked well enough for you. But I fear it will not hold true for me. There is a time to leave the childish things behind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sad to hear you speak so,” Marilyn said softly, sinking down beside her friend on the bench. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia forced a smile and a cheery word. “Oh hush. Here I am bringing a dismal hue to your lovely day. This is not a night to talk about old pacts and forgotten loves. This is a night to celebrate the one good man you managed to find in all the world.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marilyn smiled back. “And I shall keep my eyes peeled that you might find just such a man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia was touched by her friend’s kind words, but her heart ran a different tune even as she smiled and giggled with Marilyn about wedding plans and new estates. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia had always been the practical one, above such things as winsome longing and pure jealousy but she could not help wondering, as they sat in the garden with strains of violin whispering into their secret thoughts, whether such an evening under such circumstances would ever come for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Want to read the rest of the story? Check out the book on Amazon! 
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