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 In Memory of Samantha
 
   THE DUKE’S MYSTERIOUS LADY
 
   What is love? ’Tis not hereafter;
 
   Present mirth hath present laughter;
 
   What’s to come is still unsure:
 
   Twelfth Night, SHAKESPEARE
 
   


  
 

Chapter One
 
   Summer, Oxfordshire, England, 1819
 
   Hugh Beauchamp, 3rd Duke of Vale, propped his Hessian boots on the seat opposite, just as the coach hit a deep rut in the road and lurched on its springs. He muttered a curse, tilted his hat to cover his face, closed his eyes and hoped for sleep. A faint hope, even in a coach as well sprung as his. He admitted that he made a poor passenger, preferring to have his hands on the reins and in control of his destiny. But even if he drove the deuced coach, his destiny did not lie in his hands.
 
   Hugh sighed as his thoughts returned to London. He’d left with the Season in full swing having waltzed twice with Felicity at Almacks. As expected, their dancing produced a flurry of excitement among the dowagers.
 
   Already an adept flirt, Felicity’s playful, brown eyes had sparkled at him over her fan. London Society was at her feet and she relished every moment. It was as inevitable as one season follows another that he and Felicity would marry. On her eighteenth birthday, only a matter of weeks away, their engagement was to be announced at a ball at Vale Park.
 
   Felicity was pretty, engaging, and a lively companion, any man would be fortunate to marry her. Hugh threw off his hat and raked his hands through his hair. So, what drove him back to the country with a burning need to ride over his acres, as if his life depended on it?
 
   Several hours later, Hugh yawned and opened the window to breathe in lungful’s of fresh country air. The violet sky was cloudless, deepening towards twilight. Leafy woods of oak, ash and beech swept by, giving way to fields of russet earth enclosed by thorn hedges. London, with its depressing smells of decay, coal fires, and the rotten stink rising from the Thames at low tide, slipped thankfully from his thoughts.
 
   The towering roofs and chimneys of his neighboring property, High Ridge Manor appeared through the trees, the home of his boy-hood friend, Harry Carstairs. Years had passed since he raced with Harry, their horses clearing the fences with the recklessness of boyhood. At the thought, Hugh felt like a boy again and removed his feet from the seat, as if Nanny Bryant was about to rebuke him. He grinned, admitting that even now, at seven-and-twenty, he jumped a gate or two when the devil seized him. Might Harry still suffer from a similar impulse? He doubted it. Harry was now a serious Member of Parliament and committed father of two.
 
   A shout roused Hugh from his reverie. With a curse, the coachman hauled the horses to a stop in the narrow lane. Hugh’s manservant, Peter, jumped down from the box.
 
   “What’s amiss?” Hugh threw open the carriage door and leapt out, pistol in hand. It was years since highwaymen were seen in these parts and they’d come off the worse last time, with one man dead and the other wounded in his escape.
 
   With dusk falling, the lane was shadowy and dim beneath the dense canopy of leaves.
 
   “Here, Your Grace!” Peter called.
 
   “Careful, Peter!”
 
   After a quick appraisal of the bushes crowding the lane, Hugh ran to join his men. Peter was crouched beside a body lying on the road, perilously close to the horses’ plunging hooves.
 
   A trick? Hugh tightened his grip on the pistol. “Back up the horses,” he urged his coachman. “Be quick about it.”
 
   Peter grabbed the traces, and he and Jack edged the nervous horses away, their flesh quivering and their nostrils steaming in the cool air. With another glance at the silent, dark woods encroaching on both sides of the road, Hugh hunkered beside the inert form. Gently rolling the body over, he slipped a hand into the lad’s shirt searching for a heartbeat.
 
   Hugh pulled his hand back as if stung. “Devil take us, ’tis a woman!” As he moved her, the woman’s cap fell off and long strands of fair hair escaped, spreading over her shoulders.
 
   “Bring a lantern here.”
 
   While the coachman held the lantern high, Hugh gazed speechlessly at her, his fingers still warm from contact with firm, soft flesh. The thin material of her shirt barely concealed the thrust of young breasts beneath. Pantaloons hugged her slender legs, her boots thick with grime. The shirt strings lay open across her delicate throat, where a jewel-encrusted silver locket gleamed in the lantern light.
 
   Hugh smoothed hair away from her mud-streaked face. “No sign of bleeding, but she has a bump on her head the size of an egg.” He took hold of her wrist. She was far too pale, but at least her pulse felt strong.
 
   “Cor, she ain’t half dirty, Your Grace.” Peter wrinkled his nose in distaste. “She smells of the barnyard.”
 
   “That she does.” Hugh slipped his arms around her shoulders and beneath her knees. With scant regard for his silk-lined, multi-caped greatcoat, he hefted her up and placed her inside the coach. “On to Vale Park, Jack.”
 
   She failed to stir as he tucked a traveling rug around her.
 
   Night fell quickly in the country. A mist-shrouded moon added its frail light to the dim coach lanterns. The young woman lay motionless, her chest rising and falling, the only sign she lived. He could only hope that burned feathers or smelling salts would bring her round.
 
   He turned her small hand over in his large one. Nails well cared for, skin soft and callous free. No evidence of hard labor.
 
   Not a housemaid then. A seamstress or a governess from one of the big houses in the district? What had driven her to dress as a male then? He sat back and studied her, her delicate features and long limbs, the boots a young servant boy might wear, and from a good house by the look of them. He leaned forward and fingered the locket. Was she absconding with this piece of jewelry?
 
   Within the half-hour, the coach entered the black and gold wrought-iron gates displaying the Vale coat of arms. The gatekeeper saluted as they passed by. Carriage lamps flickering, they plunged into the solid darkness of the home wood.
 
   They emerged from the trees, and after another quick assessment of the woman’s condition, Hugh turned to the window as the coach wheels clattered over the bridge. Braziers burned in sconces along the lake wall, casting a warm, orange glow over the stone towers, the water turned to rippling fire.
 
   Footmen hurried to open the door while Hugh’s butler, Porter, began his careful descent of the steps. Porter was brought to a halt, mouth agape, as Hugh pushed past him, carrying the unconscious woman in his arms, her hair swinging down.
 
   “Been at the malt again, Porter?” Hugh called over his shoulder. “I want the crimson bedchamber prepared. Mrs. Moodie will oversee it. Send a boy to the village for the surgeon, Tout de suite!”
 
   His stately gait abandoned, Porter scurried past him. An occasional tipple when Hugh was away was an unspoken agreement between them, but now he’d better remember to keep the cork in the bottle.
 
   At Porter’s direction, the housekeeper and the housemaids hurried upstairs, and one of the under-grooms went off to fetch the doctor from the village.
 
   Hugh entered the bedchamber where a maid was busy making the bed. With a shocked glance at the girl in his arms, she smoothed the clean sheets. “Fetch a warming pan,” Hugh ordered. He lay the unconscious woman down while a footman knelt at the hearth, laying a fire.
 
   Hugh looked around with satisfaction. Although this chamber seldom saw a visitor these days, there wasn’t a speck of dust or a cobweb. The assiduous Mrs. Moodie, housekeeper at Vale Park held a rod of iron over everyone in the house except Porter. Most were afraid of her temper. An Irish kitchen hand had called her ‘The Banshee’ behind her back, and although he’d long left Hugh’s employ, the name had stuck. She did her job and did it well and that was good enough for now.
 
   When he and Felicity married, these matters would never be brought to his attention. Somehow, the thought failed to improve his mood.
 
   At this moment, Mrs. Moodie appeared at her most formidable as she stood at the end of the bed, her arms folded and lips pressed together.
 
   Ignoring her silent protest, Hugh moved the candelabra closer to the woman’s face. Her condition hadn’t altered. “She’s to be washed as soon as the doctor has seen her.” He turned and left the room.
 
   As he made his way to his chamber to wash off the travel dust and change for dinner, Hugh wondered at his judgment. The girl should have been put to bed in the servant’s quarters, but she wouldn’t be so well cared for there and for some obscure reason, he thought she deserved better. He would have to deal with this swiftly before gossip spread.
 
   The ton thrived on scandal. Rumors, completely unsubstantiated and unfair, were already doing the rounds in London concerning his championship of Princess Caroline, after she had approached him on the Continent and begged him to take up her cause. Rumors didn’t concern him overmuch. There was no basis for such reports. His friends would never believe salacious lies about him, but they considered his dealings with Prinny’s wife reckless and did not hesitate to tell him so.
 
   He could only imagine what they would think of his latest course of action.
 
   ****
 
   The surgeon, Matthew Gayle, entered the room as Hugh slouched in his favorite wing chair, savoring a glass of wine. His two hounds sat at his feet basking in the warmth of the fire and the joy of their master’s return. “Glass of wine, Matthew?” Hugh asked, as Porter drew a chair for the surgeon closer to the fire.
 
   “Lord, yes. Thank you.”
 
   “How did you find the young woman?”
 
   “She might be concussed. Injuries to the head are very hard to judge. We’ll have to see.”
 
   Matthew, the younger son of an impoverished viscount was hardworking man. Hugh had great respect for his skill, as Matthew had trained at St. Bartholomew’s Hospital, forgoing a life of distinction and wealth as a physician in London to remain a surgeon in the county where he was born.
 
   Matthew laid the piece of jewelry on the arm of Hugh’s chair. “Found this around her neck. A splendid piece. The gems are real.” He took a sip of wine and sighed, leaning back in his chair. “This is a damn fine vintage, Duke. So light, such balance. What is it?”
 
   “A good friend sent me a case from France, Chateau Lafite Rothschild.” Hugh studied the silver locket inlaid with rubies and pearls. He flipped the lid open with his thumb. The likeness inside was badly water-damaged. He could make out a man’s face, but not if he was young or old. Hugh turned the locket over in his palm. “There’s some kind of crest on the back, but the engraving is faint. Do you recognize it?”
 
   “Nothing I’ve seen.” Fatigue lined Matthew’s face. He stifled a yawn.
 
   “You work too hard, Matt.”
 
   “I now have an apprentice. John Miller.”
 
   “The apothecary?”
 
   “He shows an eagerness to learn more than the skills of a pill pusher.”
 
   “This country is growing fast; we’re going to need many more good doctors.” Hugh held the locket up to the candlelight and studied the delicate filigree. “Tell me more about the woman. Does she suffer other injuries?”
 
   “Just that head wound. She did regain consciousness, briefly, but was confused. She’s lapsed into a deep sleep, the best thing for her.” He drained his wine, and held the glass out to Porter who hovered with the decanter. “Where did you find her?”
 
   “Back up the road a way, between here and Molton’s Cross. She didn’t come from Lady Felicity’s home, Hallidon House, of that I am sure. There’s High Ridge Manor, I’ve sent a servant to inquire there and to the village. Perhaps she fell from a vehicle. Or thrown from a horse? Interesting, eh, Matthew?”
 
   “Never seen her around these parts. She’s no raw-boned wench. Perhaps the wrong side of the blanket? Many a bastard has been tucked away in the country. And that piece of jewelry…well, she may have stolen it. Mrs. Moodie has had her bathed. She looked like she’d been sleeping with the livestock. I must say, I was surprised to find her in one of your grand bedchambers. Surely, the servant’s quarters would be more suitable.”
 
   Hugh shifted in his chair. “It was convenient, but the servants’ quarters are where she’ll go, once she recovers.”
 
   “Rest is what she needs, and then we’ll get some answers. Hopefully.”
 
   “Hopefully?” prompted Hugh. “You mean she may not remember?”
 
   “Well, in these cases you never can be sure. Usually memory returns quickly—within days, but in the odd case, never.”
 
   He shrugged. “And she may not want to tell us the truth.”
 
   Hugh gazed into the fire as if answers were to be found in the flames. This episode had driven his own concerns to the back of his mind. Now they settled over him like a dark cloud. His other business in town had ended in abject failure. At the urging of concerned friends, he had attempted to smooth over his disagreement with the Prince Regent. When Prinny had turned his back on Hugh, he had stormed out of the prince’s apartments.
 
   Unwise on many levels. Hypercritical to expect Prinny to do the honorable thing, without him doing the same.
 
   He stirred a sleepy dog with his foot. The animal stood for a moment and shook its head, ears flapping, before settling again with an audible sigh. Hugh’s thoughts merely made him more impatient, and he turned to his guest. “Good of you to come so late, Matthew. Will you stay to dine?”
 
   “Indeed I will. I’m not likely to refuse a meal at your table, Your Grace. I trust you still employ that French chef?”
 
   Hours later, after a superb saddle of venison and several glasses of mellow port, Hugh climbed the stairs to his bedchamber. He paused in the corridor outside the young woman’s chamber, and then on impulse, opened the door. The candles had guttered and the fire was reduced to embers.
 
   The seconds stretched into minutes as he stood there.
 
   Moonlight shone through the leaded windows, creating a pattern of light and shade across the bed. The girl slept deeply. Her hair washed and braided, lay over the pillow, her face in shadow.
 
   Hugh listened to her quiet breathing. A prickling sensation traveled up his spine, as if something of great significance had happened. He loosened his cravat, angry with himself and his need for a distraction. She could be fleeing her employer with a stolen locket. When she regained her senses, he would have her moved into a maid’s room.
 
   Should he call the town magistrate? He found he didn’t want to see her suffer at the hands of the law. She’d more likely be recovered by week’s end and gone from the house. He would have answers from her before she left, however, and looked forward to hearing her story.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Two
 
   As if she wished to remain cocooned in a safe place, she drifted slowly back to consciousness. Then, forced to open her eyes, she gazed blearily at the festooned valance and bed-hangings of gold-embroidered crimson. With a small distressed whimper, she fingered the spotless linen bedclothes covering her body. Her heart thudded, and her head throbbed. Panicked, she threw back the bedcover to discover a lawn nightgown, well darned, the fabric worn thin from washing. 
 
   “This isn’t mine, surely,” she muttered uneasily. When she sat up too fast, her woolly head swam and her stomach churned. With a moan, she sank back onto the pillows, her cautious fingers moving over her scalp, examining the sore lump under her hair. She eased herself into a sitting position and gazed around the elegant chamber at the crimson Turkish carpet covering the floor, the green damask chair embroidered with deer, the French gilt desk and the commode. A large, gilt mirror hung above the fireplace mantel. All of which were completely strange to her. She uttered an anguished gasp.
 
   A harsh birdcall broke the silence. Swaying on her feet, she tottered to the stone window embrasure and pulled aside the heavy curtain. 
 
   “Am I dreaming?” She couldn’t be, her head hurt too much. Yellow roses climbed a trellis attached to honeyed stone below her. Green fields dotted with white daisies stretched away to the distant sparkle of sunlight on water. A soft summer breeze stirred her hair carrying the sweet perfume of honeysuckle. If only her head would stop throbbing. She breathed deeply; her mind seemed in a dreadful fog.
 
   The bird called again. A male peacock strutted across the lawn, his elegant tail feathers spread out like a painted fan of vivid blues and greens. Its haughty swagger was a welcome distraction, until a horse and rider burst from a distant grove of trees, covering the ground fast. She held her breath at the sight of the high gate in the hedge barring his way, but the big horse cleared the gate easily. In minutes, the rider was below her, strong hands on the reins, sitting tall in the saddle.
 
   He dismounted in one graceful movement and glanced toward her window. She scuttled backward with the image of jet-black hair and broad shoulders. Curiosity got the better of her, and she peered from behind the curtain as he tossed the reins of the magnificent, chestnut stallion to a stable boy. “Make sure he’s well rubbed down, fed and watered.” His voice was deep and held an air of authority. He vaulted the steps and disappeared inside the house. The master of the house perhaps. And a perfect stranger. Her pulse raced in her throat and her head throbbed.
 
   Anguished, she turned, her hand to her forehead, and rushed to pull the bell sash, then caught sight of her reflection in the mirror.
 
   An untidy halo of tangled hair and a pale, gaunt face gazed back at her, wide eyes dark with confusion and terror. Panic closed her throat, making her fight for breath. Nausea brought tears to her eyes, and the face in the glass blurred, as unanswerable questions filled the vacuum in her aching head. Who was she? Whose house was this?
 
   A knock at the door made her stagger to the bed and cover herself with the quilt. 
 
   “Come in.” Surely, she would now have an answer.
 
   A young servant girl entered with a dress draped over her arm. She carried undergarments, cotton stockings, a pair of garters, and thin black shoes.
 
   Mrs. Moodie has sent a gown for you to wear, miss.”
 
   “Who is Mrs. Moodie?”
 
   “She be the housekeeper, miss.”
 
   “Where are my own clothes?” She had no idea what she had last been wearing.
 
   The maid giggled from behind her hand. “They be men’s clothes. Do you not remember?”
 
   A hot rush of distress flooded through her and she shook her head. “Do…do you know who I am?”
 
   The maid shook her head. “No, miss. I only know they found you and brought you here.”
 
   “Where…did they find me?”
 
   “Lying on the road. Up near Molton’s Cross a pace.”
 
   She grabbed the back of the chair for support, digging fingers into the tightly woven cloth. “Whose home is this then, if you please?”
 
   “Why, this be Vale Park, miss. Everyone knows that. The Duke of Vale owns the largest estate in the county.”
 
   “Thank you for the gown.” She reached for it. The cambric was faded and worn thin in places from long usage. It would be far too big, but she was eager to be dressed. Once dressed, she might feel better. She accepted the maid’s offer to comb the tangles from her hair; but soon came to regret it as every tug brought fresh pain, more tears flooding her eyes. The maid obviously had no knowledge of such things and drove hairpins almost vertically into her tender scalp.
 
   “When you be finished your toilet, miss, the footman will show you the way to the master. He be breakfasting below.”
 
   When the maid left her alone, she pulled the nightgown over her head and forced herself to view herself again. Oh, I’m so thin! The thought came to her from somewhere deep within the recesses of her mind. There lay the answers to who she was, still maddeningly out of reach. She turned around, studying herself.
 
   Apart from a nasty yellowish purple bruise on her hip, her body appeared unblemished, but her hips were bony protuberances, thrusting against her skin. Snatches of recollection from the past days came to her, how she’d vomited into a bowl, and been eager to slip back into the sleep. She’d been fed soup at some point, but she had no idea when she’d last had a proper meal. She quickly donned the clothes, reacting with distaste to the stays and shabby chemise. At least they were clean.
 
   Her growling stomach drove her to hurry and pull the bell.
 
   Several minutes later, a lady of middle years in black appeared with a Châtelaine of keys jangling at her waist. Behind her stood a tall, fair-haired footman, resplendent in sky blue and gold livery.
 
   “I am Mrs. Moodie.” Years of bad humor or pain creased the woman’s face. “Good. I see you are dressed.” Her flat voice held a note of disapproval.
 
   “Thank you for your help, Mrs. Moodie.”
 
   She clasped her hands together as Mrs. Moodie cast a critical eye over her. A malicious gleam lit her eyes as she took in the ugly, ill-fitting dress. “Come along.”
 
   “Might I have a girdle to raise the skirt?” she asked as she followed the housekeeper to the door. “’Tis too long.”
 
   “The gown is a trifle large,” Mrs. Moodie admitted, offering no remedy. “But will do.” She stood aside and motioned for the girl to follow the footman.
 
   To stay and argue the point with this fierce looking woman would delay her meal, so she gathered up her skirts and ran to catch up with the footman, who showed no inclination to treat her with courtesy and strode away down the hall.
 
   The house was a maze of confusing passageways. They passed spotless, well-ordered chambers. In the portrait gallery, framed paintings of family members hung in solemn splendor.
 
   Formidable men, handsome ladies and the occasional rosy-cheeked child. She didn’t know this family, did she? She would have liked to linger and examine the portraits more thoroughly, but without lessening his pace, the footman proceeded down a stone staircase. She held up the long skirts, fearing she would catch her slipper and fall to her death. Heart beating fast, she arrived safely on the paved floor.
 
   They entered a huge, flagged hall. Crossed swords, shields, and tapestries depicting scenes of hunts and battles decorated the walls. Armor guarded the doorways. A vaulted ceiling soared to a great height above them. Like the beat of a distant drum, the hollow echo of the footman’s shoes upon the stone seemed to keep pace with the pounding in her head.
 
   The footman charged through another doorway. Following, she blinked into sunlight in a central courtyard, the towering walls of the great house encircling them.
 
   Her breath caught in her throat. What did this powerful man, this duke, want with her? Her feet faltered on the path, but the footman was poised to re-enter the building through another door. As she ran after him, she lost a shoe. She bent and thrust the slipper back on, fearing she might lose him. She found him waiting before a pair of tall doors. His cold, impersonal glance swept over her before he knocked.
 
   A deep voice answered, “Come.”
 
   With a flourish, the footman threw the doors open, then paused. She realized with horror that he had no name with which to announce her. 
 
   “The woman ye found on the road, Y’grace,” he said.
 
   She winced, burning with embarrassment and allowed herself to be ushered into the room. When the door clicked shut behind her, she felt strangely abandoned.
 
   After the austerity of stone passages, the breakfast room was warm and welcoming with the rich aroma of coffee in the air. A brightly patterned carpet covered the parquetry floor. The late morning sun sparkled on diamond-paned windows with a view of distant woods. She wished she was in those woods and not here.
 
   Anywhere but here, at this moment.
 
   The source of her discomfort rose from his seat at the table. He apparently rescued her. She did not recognize him. Would he know her? If he didn’t, what would he do with her?
 
   ****
 
   The young woman glided towards him like a duchess entering a ballroom wearing a diamond tiara. She appeared so confident and poised that it took him a moment to notice the appalling, faded gown, which hung from her shoulders like a set of ill-fitting curtains. Clumsy hands had dressed her hair. It hung in untidy strands about her face. He thought her eyes were brown, because they were so dark, but on closer inspection, they were blue and filled with doubt. No serene duchess here, merely a nervous young woman.
 
   “Vale. Welcome to Vale Park.” He bowed from the neck.
 
   “Your Grace.” She kicked the hem of the offensive gown with her foot and sank into an elegant and practiced curtsey.
 
   “My word!” Hugh exclaimed. “Is that frock the best my housekeeper could find?”
 
   The girl’s chin went up. “I believe so, Your Grace.” Her eyes flashed as if inviting him to comment further.
 
   How curious. Her manners and speech were impeccable.
 
   Perhaps not the servant’s hall after all. “Your name?”
 
   Her slender shoulders tensed. “It escapes me for the moment.”
 
   He raised his brows. “Well I’m pleased to see you’re feeling better. Have you had breakfast? Would you care to join me?”
 
   The gown gave clue to Mrs. Moodie’s disapproval, and she was right. The young woman could not stay here.
 
   She sat at the table, as Porter poured her tea.
 
   Not a servant. He’d bet his life on it. The young woman sipped the brew while he studied her face. Matthew was right about her delicate features. His gaze took in the absence of rings on her slim fingers. Might she have a husband somewhere?
 
   He realized he was staring and lowered his gaze to his coffee cup. 
 
   “You’re not exactly what I expected.”
 
   “Might I ask what you did expect, Your Grace?”
 
   Delicate brows rose as if they’d just met at Almacks and he’d made an embarrassing faux pas. “I was hoping you might tell me.”
 
   “I would like to tell you. Very much.”
 
   Porter asked. “Your usual sirloin, Your Grace?”
 
   “It was overcooked yesterday, Porter.” Hugh turned to her.
 
   “Would you care for something to eat? Bread and butter, perhaps?”
 
   The girl’s stomach gave a loud protesting gurgle, bringing a flood of crimson to her cheeks.
 
   “Might I have a sirloin too? Thank you, Porter.”
 
   Porter’s well-schooled manner deserted him. A slight smile flickered over his face before he turned his back and exited the room.
 
   When the girl bent her head over her teacup, a lock of hair tumbled from its uncertain perch.
 
   “I beg your pardon,” she muttered uneasily, as her fingers went to rearrange the disorder.
 
   “Please don’t be concerned. I am quite used to a woman en déshabillé.”
 
   “Indeed?” Her eyes turned frosty and her hands stilled in their work.
 
   What was this? Disapproval? Hugh suffered a jolt of annoyance. He had never before been made to feel socially inept.
 
   This was the second time within minutes of making her acquaintance. He was further exasperated when he found himself attempting to repair the gaffe.
 
   “I have a sister,” he said, although for the life of him, he couldn’t recall Clarissa looking so…abandoned.
 
   “I see,” she said warily.
 
   He took another sip of coffee. Women of his acquaintance, apart from his mistress, were always so flawlessly coiffed and gowned, her rumpled appearance was deuced appealing. And although not at her best, she was undeniably pretty. Her hair was the color of pale ash, her facial bones delicately carved, and her mouth more generous than the current crop of beauties. No one could look severe with a mouth like that. Temptingly curved, it softened her face and held a promise of… Hugh put down his cup. What had gotten into him? Dark shadows lay beneath her fine eyes, their expression guarded. Did she think him about to pounce on her? He took himself to task. This young woman was in dire straits.
 
   He should send her to the servants’ quarters and forget the whole affair, and if she had a hooknose and sallow skin, he admitted shamefacedly that he would have. But it would be gratifying to see her dressed, as a pretty woman should be.
 
   Hugh puffed out his lips, annoyed. He considered himself a cut above men who were blinded by lust. He refused to be swayed by a pretty face.
 
   She watched him anxiously. “I beg your pardon, Your Grace?”
 
   “Ah, more tea?”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   A footman brought in a tray and served them. The girl picked up her knife and fork and tucked in. She ate neatly and very fast, finishing before him. Then she sat back with a sigh. “I was famished it seems.”
 
   “You were?” He couldn’t resist a grin. He was used to the dainty appetites of women, which he suspected were the result of fashion and the corsets they wore rather than their appetites.
 
   It was as if his smile released something in her. “Your Grace, I must thank you for coming to my rescue.” She relaxed a little with the food, and her eyes softened. “Your housemaid explained how…. The…the state I was in when I was found….”
 
   Unable to continue she gazed down at her hands. “I must confess I am exceedingly embarrassed.”
 
   “Then you may reward me by quenching my curiosity as to how this came about,” Hugh said.
 
   She sighed. “I wish I could. Try as I might, I cannot remember.”
 
   “Nothing at all?”
 
   “No, nothing.” The girl rubbed her temples with an unsteady hand. “I neither know who I am, nor how I came to be where you found me.”
 
   “Perhaps this may jog something in your memory? You were wearing it.” Hugh took the jeweled locket from his waistcoat pocket and laid it on the table before her.
 
   “I don’t recognize the piece.” She eyed the locket, but did not pick it up.
 
   He watched her carefully. “Take a look inside.”
 
   She hesitated, her fingers curling around it reluctantly, before doing as she was bid. After a casual glance at the ruined likeness inside, she placed it back on the table, and pushed it away with a finger. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I wish I could say this helps, but it doesn’t.”
 
   Studying her troubled face, Hugh could detect nothing of guilt in her demeanor. Or was she a consummate actress? “Did you notice the coat of arms engraved on the back?”
 
   “Yes.” She closed her eyes. “The crest means nothing to me.”
 
   Whatever she was, he found her dignity touching. Could she be a lady’s maid who had learned refinements from her mistress? He rejected it as ludicrous. Having a lush and vulnerable young woman here in the house was dangerous, for her, and for him. 
 
   “The doctor said you may be befogged for a while. You can’t stay here. It wouldn’t do at all. I’m unmarried, and there is no one suitable to act as chaperone.” He tapped his fingers together. “Now what’s best to do?”
 
   ****
 
   Silent, the duke turned the locket in his long fingers. Did he believe her? She wouldn’t blame him if he didn’t. He didn’t appear about to take advantage of her vulnerable position. Her panic at finding him to be a perfect stranger eased, aided by the tea and the hot food. She discreetly studied him from beneath her lashes. The light from the windows rested on his thick, black hair, brushed back from a widow’s peak, and revealing a touch of red. On her way along the portrait gallery, she’d seen paintings of several family members with raven-black hair.
 
   “Nanny Bryant has long been a member of this family,” he said. “She prefers her independence and lives in a cottage on the estate. A modest house, but comfortable. You are welcome to stay with her until you recover. I can take you to her after breakfast. I’ll send a note to alert her to your arrival. What do you say?”
 
   “I would be grateful. That’s exceedingly generous of you, Your Grace.”
 
   Her heart beat a little faster. Strong dark brows and high cheekbones made him appear uncompromising. His sculptured lips hinted at a passionate, adventurous nature. She remembered him jumping his horse over that gate. His high-bridged nose had a haughty caste, the perfect epitome of a duke.
 
   But when he’d smiled his brown eyes warmed, making him appear younger, more approachable. Perhaps it was the mention of his old nurse.
 
   “Then, I’ll do so now.” He rose. “Please have more tea if you wish. Porter will be happy to serve you.”
 
   He left the room. At the thought of finding sanctuary, she sagged. Exhaustion spread through her, turning her limbs leaden.
 
   How tense she’d been, how ready to fight him had he offered her something less agreeable. Although the offer of his protection for her favors was highly unlikely, considering the way she looked.
 
   She almost smiled and wondered at the wisdom of her fighting spirit asserting itself. Had she no thought to the consequences?
 
   She might have been tossed out onto the road. And then where would she go? She knew nothing about herself. The thought made her heart bang against her ribs. Had her behavior condemned her to a life of shame? Why had she done such a thing? Might she have been driven by something so shocking, she’d abandoned all hope of a respectable life? If only she could remember. But trying made her head ache more and worse, she trembled with a sense of dread.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Three
 
   A few hours later, the duke drove her in his phaeton. The summer sun warmed her back, as they bowled along a lane and cut across the top of a hill. A valley spread out below them in a patchwork of green fields and hedgerows, dotted here and there with the vibrant red of the dog rose.
 
   In different circumstances, she might enjoy this. Bouncing around in the open carriage made her head ache again, and she gritted her teeth yearning to crawl back into bed. She clung to the plain straw bonnet Mrs. Moodie had provided for the trip. She had sent the nightgown as well wrapped in brown paper.
 
   The duke glanced her way. “All right there?”
 
   “Yes, thank you. This is remarkably kind of you. I’m admiring your skill. You drive your phaeton to the inch.”
 
   “A good vehicle. It suits me.”
 
   “The Phaeton was named after an ancient Greek. The son of Helios, wasn’t it? He borrowed his father’s chariot and would have set heaven and earth on fire with his fearless driving, if Zeus hadn’t slain him with a thunderbolt.”
 
   The duke’s eyebrows rose. “Then it’s to be hoped the skies remain clear for us today.”
 
   She glanced at the azure sky strewn with wisps of cloud like cracked old china. “Perhaps you should slow down a little,” she said. “Cum f′ eriunt unum non unum fulmina terrent.” The knowledge came from somewhere. She stared at him, surprised.
 
   “My word!” He overcorrected on a tight bend and was busy with the reins. Once the corner had been negotiated and the road straightened out again, he shook his head. “Latin. Ovid, I believe. Wait a minute. ‘When the lightning strikes but one…not one only does it alarm.’ It appears you’ve been educated in the classics. What a mystery you prove to be.”
 
   One she was eager to solve. She smiled politely, wishing her head would stop spinning.
 
   “You’ll like Nanny Bryant.” He turned to smile at her. “I’d prefer her to move into the big house, but she refuses. Says she’s quite snug out here and likes her independence.” He shook his head. “Apart from her maid, Nanny refuses to have a bevy of servants waiting on her, not brought up to it. She was raised in a vicarage and is a very good cook.”
 
   They rounded another bend and the duke pulled his horses to a standstill outside a modest cottage. With whitewashed walls and attic windows in the thatched roof, the cottage nestled in a riotous garden. A rambling pink rose spilled over the picket fence.
 
   When the duke lifted her down, she was conscious of how tall and strong he was. Slightly breathless, she gained her footing and straightened her bonnet.
 
   The door opened and a small lady rushed out, untying the strings of her apron. “Come in. Quickly, dear, the heat seems to have affected you. You appear quite flushed. Just call me Nanny, everyone does.”
 
   Nanny Bryant was obviously used to ordering her charges about. In fact, she looked just as a nanny should, plump with twinkling, periwinkle blue eyes. A motherly sort, she greeted her former charge as if he were still in short trousers. He smiled not seeming to mind.
 
   They were ushered into a parlor. “Sit down, you look all in.” She bustled about with cups and teapot, bidding the maid to bring a jug of milk.
 
   Directed to an upholstered chair, she surveyed the room wallpapered in lavender and white stripes. Who else might live here? The room was crammed with furniture. Apart from a small sofa and two upholstered chairs, there was a dining table, a small oak desk, one would employ for writing letters, a pianoforte near the staircase and a rosewood needlework table by the window with a mending basket on its polished surface. Was she to meet more of Nanny’s family?
 
   She dreaded the prospect.
 
   “Drink your tea, dear,” Nanny said, “and do try one of my muffins.”
 
   Leaning back in his chair, the duke crossed his long legs and munched on a muffin. “We can’t call you ‘dear’, can we?” the duke said. “You require a name. Does anything come to you, something we could adopt for the time being?”
 
   She couldn’t think. If only her headache would ease. She placed a shaky hand to her brow.
 
   He looked at her with a concerned frown. “Nanny, this young lady is still far from well.”
 
   Nanny came and laid a hand on her forehead. “You are done in I can see. I will make a tincture for your headache, and after drinking it you shall go straight to bed with a hot brick wrapped in flannel at your feet.”
 
   She smiled. “That’s very kind of you, but I don’t wish to be any trouble.”
 
   “Nonsense.”
 
   Nanny was obviously one who would brook no opposition, and at this moment, the girl felt beyond giving any. She sank back in the chair.
 
   “May I suggest a name?” the duke asked, as Nanny refilled his cup.
 
   “I should be grateful, Your Grace.”
 
   “Viola?”
 
   “That is pretty. Why did you choose that name? Oh!” She laughed ruefully. “Viola from Shakespeare’s play, Twelfth Night.”
 
   His eyes lit up. “Aha, I thought you would know of it!”
 
   “Most appropriate, as Viola dressed in a man’s clothing,” she said her cheeks burning. How awkward! These people were so kind, she wanted to pinch herself, surely she was dreaming–had been dreaming since she woke. “I thank you for suggesting it, although I expect it will not be necessary for long.”
 
   “It is on loan to you for the short time it is needed.” His dark brows drew together as he rose to his feet. “I must go. I hope you feel better soon.”
 
   Through the window, she watched him walk down the path.
 
   A busy, powerful man, how surprising that he should concern himself with her. She didn’t expect to see him again. When she was better, she would gladly go on her way. To…where? She placed a hand to her temples. Anguished, she sighed.
 
   “Come, my dear,” Nanny said.
 
   “I hate putting you to this bother,” she said again, rising to follow the lady upstairs.
 
   “I am pleased to have someone to fuss over again.” Nanny opened the door to a snug attic room.
 
   “Then, no one else lives here with you?” she asked, trying not to sound hopeful.
 
   “Oh, no dear, just myself and my maid. We don’t have much society these days, although His Grace does visit when he can. I suspect he misses having a family about him. His married sister lives in Bath.”
 
   She gave in to Nanny’s ministrations, even though she retired to bed well before the chickens had gone to roost, snuggling into the soft mattress.
 
   “Viola,” she said aloud. She liked the name, but she’d be so very grateful to discover her real one. How kind Nanny was. Did she have a mother somewhere? Might she be anxious about her? A dreadful sadness filled her and she gulped and pushed it away.
 
   Whatever Nanny had given her made her drowsy. She closed her eyes with a sigh.
 
   ****
 
   Viola opened her eyes and wriggled her toes, luxuriating in the comfort and warmth of the feather bed. Dawn light filtered through the lace curtain at the attic window. For a brief moment, she felt cocooned, safe from the world, but then the worry of her lost memory niggled at her. It was as if a veil had been draped over her mind, hiding the past from view, and she was helpless to do anything but wait for it to lift. She tensed, was something portentous hiding beneath the veil? When it did lift what would she discover?
 
   She saw no sense in lying in bed tense with worry. The cock crowed in the home farm. The faint voices of the farm hands reached her, herding the cows in for milking.
 
   Curious to see more of her temporary home, she climbed from the bed and poured icy water into a bowl from the pitcher on the washstand. She splashed her face and shuddered. Wide-awake, she quickly dressed. Opening her door, she hesitated. Was it wise to walk about the grounds alone? She pushed common sense aside, eager to see more of Vale Park. With a casual shrug at the inadequacy of her house slippers and the thin gown, she wrapped the shawl Nanny had given her around her shoulders, crept down the stairs, and out into the brisk air.
 
   She followed a meandering path around the cottage and down through a meadow of bright yellow buttercups to a river.
 
   The wide stretch of water flowed swiftly away through the meadows, its far side rimmed by forest.
 
   A flock of swallows swooped overhead. The peace and beauty of her surroundings revived her. She bent to pick a wild rose. The pink flower had a delicate perfume, a surprise in such a hardy, prickly plant. She stood, pressing its petals to her nose, the scent a wistful hint from her past. Out of nowhere, a rush of fear made her tremble. She had seen these flowers before. Smelled that scent before. Her struggle to remember brought such anguish, she moaned.
 
   At the sound of hoof beats, she swung round. A horse emerged from a copse of trees. The rider saw her and pulled on the reins cursing, as the horse reared. Viola jumped off the path and lost her footing, falling hard on her derriere in a patch of dew-laden grass. Two hounds bolted out of the bushes. One was upon her in an instant, nuzzling and licking her face.
 
   “Oh, stop,” she cried with a laugh, attempting to push it away.
 
   “Down, Henry!” His Grace growled from atop the tall chestnut, and the dog returned to his master’s side.
 
   “What the devil are you doing out so early?” The duke leapt down. “Are you hurt?”
 
   “Only my dignity, I’m afraid.”
 
   He grasped her arm and pulled her to her feet as if she weighed no more than the fluffy head of a dandelion. His hands lingered on her back as if to steady her, but it seemed to have the reverse affect. She moved away her face hot and probably as pink as the rose she held. She dropped the flower and brushed down her skirt.
 
   The duke’s gaze roamed over her sodden slippers and shabby dress with the new damp patch. He brought with him the bitter truth of her predicament, leaving her feeling grubby and foolish, and her brief delight in the morning ruined.
 
   “I apologize for startling you. I never meet a soul on this path. What are you doing wandering around so early?”
 
   “I thought it lovely, with the sleeping world awaking to a new day.” How flighty her words sounded. Did he think her a fool?
 
   “Have you remembered something of your past?”
 
   “No, nothing.” Perhaps he hoped this madwoman would disappear back to where she came from. Viola wrapped the shawl around herself more closely.
 
   “Come, I’ll walk back with you.” He led his horse along the lane, his dogs following. The cottage appeared through the trees.
 
   “I assume you’re feeling better?”
 
   “I am thank you. Nanny’s been wonderful. She is well versed in herbs. She gave me something that made me sleep like a baby!”
 
   “Ah, yes. I well remember her potions. I’ll never forget some of the foul brews I was made to swallow as a child.” A devilish look came into his brown eyes, and a smile tugged at his mouth. “I’m sorry you had to endure them.”
 
   Viola couldn’t help smiling back. “I suspect you aren’t sorry at all, Your Grace.”
 
   His smile widened in approval. “One must not discourage Nanny, and I’m sure they are beneficial.” He continued walking. “We must make you well and quickly, Miss Viola. There may be a family somewhere worried about you.”
 
   His words tumbled her back into reality. She trembled with frustration. If only she could remember. How long would it be before she outlived her welcome?
 
   They arrived at the cottage gate.
 
   Mounting his horse, he raised his hat. “Do take care of yourself. You don’t want to be laid up too long with Nanny in attendance.”
 
   Viola certainly did not. He rode off with his dogs running behind him, and she turned to walk along the garden path where roses, delphiniums, and hollyhocks waved tall heads above the rhubarb and the cabbages. Her feet were so cold that she could hardly feel her toes.
 
   A burly young lad ran up the path behind her carrying a pitcher of fresh milk and a basket laden with eggs and cream from the dairy.
 
   “I’ll take them.” Viola entered the kitchen and laid them on the scrubbed table where Nanny bustled about, firing up the kitchen range. “You were up and about very early. Was that Hugh I heard riding away?”
 
   So, his given name was Hugh. “I met His Grace on the path near the river. We didn’t see each other until we almost collided.” She watched Nanny removing food from the larder.
 
   “He kindly stopped to help me up and escorted me back to the cottage.”
 
   “Did he, indeed? He rides by the river every morning.”
 
   Nanny came over to peer into her face. “Ah, that’s better,” she said. “Those shadows under your eyes are fading. Up you go and wash. You need a nourishing breakfast.”
 
   “You’ll have me fattened up in no time, Nanny.” Viola gathered in the loose folds of the gown. She went to her room to wash her face and tidy her hair. She could do little about the rest of her appearance.
 
   She heard the door close as she came down the stairs. In the kitchen, Nanny read a note written on expensive gold embossed vellum.
 
   Nanny put the missive aside as Viola held her damp shoes up to the fire.
 
   “We shall have to do something about your clothes, or you’ll catch your death. Give those to me. I’ll dry them for you.”
 
   As the maid came into the room, Nanny said, “Fetch a pair of house slippers from my room. Hurry, Becky!”
 
   Her feet cold on the flagstones, Viola shivered and drew closer to the fire.
 
   “There’s a modiste in the village, more than competent.”
 
   Nanny arranged the damp slippers closer to the heat. “And we will have to purchase some suitable footwear.”
 
   Viola swung around to face her. “Nanny, we can’t! How will I pay for such things?”
 
   Nanny pointed to the letter. “Hugh has sent instructions. He will meet expenses.”
 
   “I am already so much in his debt.” Overwhelmed, Viola clasped her hands tightly together. “How will I repay him?”
 
   “Don’t worry too much about that now. If you fret, you will slow your recovery. Come, you know you have no choice in the matter. As if a small expenditure would worry a wealthy duke! Hugh would see it as his obligation to help someone less fortunate, as he has helped many villagers over the years.”
 
   “But I’m not….” She paused at Nanny’s shake of the head.
 
   He had shown no interest in gaining her favors. Why would a powerful man such as he, waste his time and money on her? She bit her lip and gazed down at the damp dress, reminded of what lay beneath, the horrid, ill-fitting undergarments. She had little choice. It was a practical suggestion, and for all she knew she would be able to repay him soon. 
 
   “I will pay him back somehow, Nanny,” she said. “When my memory returns—”
 
   “Yes, yes, my girl. Now here is Becky with the slippers.
 
   They are sure to fit. Put them on and sit down at the table. My pancakes are said to be the best in the district, and the preserves are made from strawberries picked fresh from my garden.” She placed a bowl of thick, fresh cream on the table.
 
   Viola realized she was ravenous. Needs of the flesh. She had no choice but to do the sensible things Nanny suggested.
 
   Hopefully, for a very short time.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Four
 
   The next morning, the doctor kindly called to see how Viola fared. After he left, much pleased with her progress, a gig arrived to take Nanny and Viola to the nearest town. Nanny clutched her reticule while explaining Hugh’s instructions. Viola was to have everything she required.
 
   Viola’s mind was also clear—only the barest of necessities would do. A fierce debate ensued as they drove through the woods towards the town, until Nanny silenced her with a look that would have caused any of her former charges to shake in their boots.
 
   Emerging from the woods the carriage entered the town and stopped outside the haberdashery. There was also a general store, a boot maker, and a blacksmith. As soon as Viola and Nanny entered the haberdashery, Nanny immediately fell upon a bolt of white, self-embroidered silk. She began to discuss various ways of creating a ball gown. “I like the way the gowns today have all their fullness at the back.”
 
   “But I shan’t need a ball gown, Nanny,” Viola said. When she failed to distract her, she left Nanny and wandered about the shop.
 
   A man and woman waited at the counter as the shopkeeper wrapped gloves in brown paper. Viola listened to their conversation while examining a fringe. The plump woman spoke of their social engagement planned for the next full moon, while her companion, a thin man with a surly expression stood silently by. When he could get a word in, he stated with great authority that he expected the weather to turn nasty. Suddenly aware of her presence, they fell silent and stared at her with ill-concealed curiosity. She smiled and said good-morning, searching both faces for signs of recognition. It proved futile, for their blank looks told her they were strangers.
 
   They gathered up their parcels, their voices dropping to a whisper as they left the shop. She turned away flushing. With the realization that her sudden unexplained arrival in the area would incite gossip, any pleasure she might take in the outing was destroyed.
 
   Nanny chattered about the dressmaker as they entered the gig and drove the few miles to Vale Park Village. “Our village is blessed to have someone of Madame Sophie’s expertise. She can turn her hand to millinery of a surprisingly high standard too.”
 
   Nanny smiled. “The ladies here are very well dressed.”
 
   They drove past a prosperous-looking coaching inn, which Nanny said saw a fair amount of trade from coaches traveling to and from London. A coach was just departing the inn yard, laden with weary passengers, and piled high with boxes. Chickens, ducks, and geese scattered, flapping their wings as it disappeared in a cloud of dust.
 
   The gig stopped outside the lady’s tiny cottage. It looked onto the green near the general store. Viola and Nanny walked up the path with the groom following, his arms filled with the bolts of fabric Nanny had selected.
 
   Madame Sophie was a petite, dark-haired, French émigré who had studied her craft in Paris. She told Nanny how delighted she was to have the backing of the Duke of Vale. It quite took her back to her days in Paris under her mother’s tutelage. “Ma Mère created gowns for French noblewomen. She dressed the Princess of Guéméné who was governess of the children of Louis XVI of France, comprenez-vous?”
 
   The choice of materials may have been limited, but Sophie’s creativity was not. She talked excitedly punctuating her sentences with French when her knowledge of English failed her. Viola followed these snippets of Sophie’s mother tongue, and before long, they conversed fluently in French, while Nanny watched, agape.
 
   “Votre français est excellente, Mademoiselle,” Sophie said. “You have the blood of France in your veins, Je suis sûr.”
 
   Viola smiled and shook her head, she would know if this were true, wouldn’t she?
 
   Nanny poked about a table of fabrics, beads, braid and feathers. “I have little cause to use these,” Sophie said with a moue of frustration. She related the story of her life as she pinned fabrics on Viola. She had married an English soldier she met after Waterloo. He had brought her to this village, but died not long afterwards. Although the war had ended with France four years ago, not everyone accepted her here. She yearned to return to her beloved Paris, or at least to London where she might set up her own establishment.
 
   Her eyes were filled with loneliness and pain, which Viola understood very well. They were both far from home.
 
   After much discussion, two morning dresses were decided upon; a dress of white muslin sprigged with green and piped at the hem, the pale apricot sarsnet embellished with braid. A cream Holland spencer belted and fringed at the back was planned along with a pelisse in merino russet decorated with frog fastenings, which would take Viola into autumn if required. The Ladies’ Monthly Museum, a forgotten periodical of some fashion conscious lady passing through the village, provided the inspiration.
 
   Sophie placed her hands on her hips and surveyed Viola. “It will be a pleasure to dress you, Mademoiselle.”
 
   Nanny had bought a bolt of lawn for nightgowns, stays, chemise, petticoats and drawers. Finally, the white self-embroidered silk was discussed for an evening gown. “White suits you,” she said, as she watched the fabric draped around Viola’s shoulders. “Tis not flattering to every young woman. Why, I’ve seen many a sallow miss looking quite drab in white, I can tell you.”
 
   “It is fortunate, indeed, that I know of several ladies here in the village skillful in employing the needle,” Sophie said.
 
   Nanny read a passage from the periodical, “Ornaments and trimmings of silver are to be preferred before gold when intended for the fair beauty….” She pounced on silver ribbon and lace.
 
   Viola’s temples began to throb, and an awful gnawing anxiety twisted her stomach. She objected, when she could get a word in, but was swept aside.
 
   Nanny was in her stride. A blonde straw bonnet trimmed with apricot ribbons, was added along with grey kid gloves, and half boots in grey, from the cobbler. Evening slippers too, a vital necessity for social occasions along with cotton stockings and a pair of silk were added to the pile of accessories.
 
   “Silk stockings! Really Nanny. That is an inexcusable expense. I shall never have cause to wear them.”
 
   “You expect to go about bare-legged or wear cotton stockings with an evening gown?”
 
   Viola suspected that dressing her had stirred Nanny’s artistic endeavors to a point where good sense had been abandoned. She insisted in the sternest possible terms, that even Nanny was forced to obey that not one more purchase would be made.
 
   They were leaving the enthusiastic cobbler when the duke rode into the village. He dismounted and walked over to them, removing his hat.
 
   “I can see you’re much improved, Miss Viola. You have color in your cheeks.”
 
   “Much better, thank you.” Viola suspected her appearance had more to do with trying to control Nanny than her health.
 
   He unwittingly added fuel to the fire. “You have ordered a riding habit?”
 
   Viola frowned at Nanny, and then turned to him. “I’m extremely grateful to you for all you’ve done for me, Your Grace. But I cannot accept anything more.”
 
   “While you are under my protection, you shall obey me, yes?” He was a man used to getting his own way. Not many of the lower orders would be bold enough to argue the point with him.
 
   She admitted to being ungracious, but she sorely disliked becoming a charity case. Was this merely kindness, or did he have another reason? Men could be so ruthless and women had little power. Her thoughts were mean and uncharitable, but she felt so vulnerable. Had something in her past caused her to be so suspicious?
 
   “Blue for the habit.” Nanny seized eagerly on the idea. “Don’t you agree, Your Grace? But a richer blue than that gown.”
 
   “Whatever you feel is right.” Hugh tapped his boot with his riding crop. “Once I have attended to business, shall we have luncheon at the inn?”
 
   As he turned to leave, Viola tried once more, “I’m not entirely sure I can ride.”
 
   “Then we shall find out. You’ll be able to get about more, see Vale Park. This is an excellent time of the year, before it gets colder.”
 
   Viola gave up. It would have been churlish to refuse. She and Nanny returned to Madame Sophie who promised to select material for a riding outfit, and arrange for all the necessary extra items: riding boots, gloves, stock and hat. Shortly afterwards, the duke joined them in the aptly named Duck and Feather, perched on the river’s edge where waterfowl and stately swans swam amongst the low-lying branches of weeping willows. The delicious aroma of pork roasting on the spit and apple pie greeted them as they were shown into a private parlor. The inn boasted a fine cook in the innkeeper’s wife, who came out to greet them, quite flustered by the exalted company.
 
   Viola wished she could do the meal justice; she merely picked at the food on her plate. She had found the darkened oak beams of the old Tudor Inn unsettling. They stirred in her some faint recognition, something exasperatingly beyond her grasp. Her nerves felt raw. Impatience consumed her. Oh, why couldn’t she remember?
 
   She had posed that very question to the doctor earlier.
 
   “These things are hard to assess,” he had said with sympathy in his eyes. “The wound to your head has healed, and I confess surprise that you aren’t entirely restored to health. Shock can do funny things to a body. I recommend rest. Let Nanny Bryant care for you. She does it very well, does she not? Let nature take its course.”
 
   Yes, she had had a shock. The idea that perhaps her mind didn’t wish to remember, was followed by another inexplicable wave of sadness. A tremor passed through her body.
 
   Hugh leaned towards her. “I have heard some news,” he said quietly. She took a sharp intake of breath, as he continued. “A farmer some miles from here informed my bailiff that his horse had been stolen. A young man he said. The gelding has since found its way home.”
 
   Her mouth dried and she couldn’t speak. The pause lengthened as her cheeks grew fiery hot.
 
   “I’m glad his horse came back,” she said in a low voice.
 
   Horror and shame dried her throat. Had it been she? When and if she recovered her memory, would she like herself?
 
   “I have sent the locket to Bow Street in London, and engaged a Bow Street Runner to investigate. We shall hear from them any day now.”
 
   Viola murmured her thanks. He seemed sure the answer to her past lay with the locket. Perhaps he was right. She was relieved that he’d taken it away. The piece of jewelry made her fill ill. It was not the locket itself, but something sinister connected with it. Oh, why couldn’t she remember?
 
   


  
 

Chapter Five
 
   As she did every morning, Viola opened her eyes with a prayer. Finding nothing changed, she threw back the covers with a sob of disappointment. Nanny clucked around her, fussing to such an extent that Viola wished for some time alone, and then chided herself for it. She had thoughts she could not share with Nanny, which disturbed her and made her even more restless.
 
   During the daylight hours, her constant questions went unanswered. Her nights assailed by nightmares. Someone chased her. She ran through mud, hid in dark places, and floated through unfamiliar country lanes. As she hovered just above the ground, hands swiped at her from below. She looked down, desperate to see their face, but they remained in shadow. As if they held some awful threat over her. She woke in terror, sobbing with a pillow over her head so as not to wake Nanny.
 
   She came close to recognizing the house in her dreams, but when she woke, the fragments faded from her mind, leaving her in an inexplicable, dark mood.
 
   The older woman was a good soul; Viola had become extremely fond of her. She cherished their evenings spent together by the parlor fire, Nanny with her knitting and Viola reading one of the books sent down from the big house. Their time together was made sweeter by the knowledge that it could not go on forever.
 
   During these quiet evenings, Nanny told Viola all about life at Vale Park when Aubrey, the old duke, and Lady Georgina were alive. In those days, the house never lacked visitors. The late Duke and Duchess had entertained often, with balls and shooting parties during the hunting season when the house rang with bright conversation and laughter.
 
   “It was very jolly then, Viola. I would bring Hugh down from the nursery with his older sister, Clarissa. Many notables would be present; King George III came here before the madness took him. His Majesty was very interested in the plants growing here, I believe, and had some artist fellow drawing them and drying and pressing them into books.
 
   “I have been privileged to be a part of this great household. My father was a vicar and we were very poor. I was working as a children’s nurse when Hugh’s mother sent for me. We are distant relatives, you see. She heard I was employed as a children’s nurse and sent for me. She kindly took me on as head nurse, and I was always treated with great generosity. When Hugh’s father died, I was honored to become dear Lady Georgina’s companion.”
 
   “How fortunate she was to have you,” Viola murmured. She had wondered how Nanny came to see so much that went on during that time. As the children’s nurse, would she not be shut away in the nursery for a good deal of the time?
 
   “How kind. Thank you, my dear. Lady Georgina was generous to a fault, as are her children. When Clarissa comes to Vale Park, we talk about old times,” Nanny went on.
 
   “She is married to the Duke of Whitcombe. They spend their time between their London townhouse and Whitcombe Hall in Bath.” She shook her head and examined her knitting. “They seldom come to Vale Park, to be truthful. But Clarissa has said that when she has a baby I am to be head nanny.” Nanny unraveled her ball of wool. “Of course, I would if she wished it, but they have been married some ten years and Clarissa is nine-and-twenty. Perhaps if they are blessed, it would be better for a younger woman to be in charge. It’s a long time since I held such a position, and notions change.”
 
   Viola was surprised to find Nanny so hesitant. She was still a vigorous, clear thinking woman. In fact, Viola had been sorry to see her shut away so much from society. She placed her arm around Nanny’s shoulder. “Some things never change. Loving care and wise counsel is always valued.”
 
   Nanny smiled. “You are a dear girl, Viola. Hugh has insisted I remain at Vale Park until the end of my days. I have been fortunate to work for such a wonderful family. Back in those days when we went regularly to London, I talked to nannies from other establishments. I heard heart-breaking stories of nannies made homeless when they were no longer needed and could not find another position.”
 
   “I’m sure life is hard for many women.” Perhaps it will be for me too. Viola closed her book and laid it aside. “When did His Grace’s parents pass away?”
 
   Nanny’s chin wobbled. “The most upsetting of circumstances, dear. They were riding to hounds when a fox startled Aubrey’s horse. His foot tangled in the stirrup as he fell.
 
   He was gone when they brought him back to the house, and Georgina went almost mad with grief. Barely a year passed before she was laid to rest beside her beloved husband in the family crypt.” Nanny put down her knitting. “After that, life changed at Vale Park. Hugh went away to school and then on to Oxford. I cared for Clarissa until she left the schoolroom. She married the duke in her first London Season. Although, he is an older gentleman, the match is a good one.”
 
   Viola smiled. Nanny looked like a proud parent. “They are most fashionable, you know,” Nanny went on. “Clarissa is a bosom friend of both Lady Cowper and Lady Jersey. She presides with them at Almacks during the Season.”
 
   “What is Almacks like?”
 
   Nanny’s blue eyes studied her. “It’s the most exclusive meeting place in London. Dances are held there every Wednesday. There’s a strict dress code for men. The Duke of Wellington was turned away when not wearing knee breeches!
 
   One must obtain a patron’s voucher, and only young ladies from the best families will be granted one.”
 
   Viola wondered why Hugh, at seven-and-twenty, had not yet married. “Do many men marry in their twenties?”
 
   “Please don’t repeat this to a soul. I wouldn’t want Hugh to think I gossip about the family’s secrets.” Nanny looked furtively around as if Hugh would leap from behind the sofa. “His parents were close friends with their neighbors, Lord and Lady Beresford whose estate adjoins Vale Park. At the birth of the Beresford’s daughter, Lady Felicity, an agreement was made between them. She is to marry Hugh when she comes of age. An excellent financial arrangement, which would join the two large estates together. Hugh was nine when Lady Felicity was born, but the age gap hasn’t prevented a friendship between them. Whenever Hugh came down from Oxford, Hallidon House was like a second home to him. He taught Felicity to ride. As far as I am aware, the understanding remains. She had her come out this London Season. A pretty girl, quite charming, although a little wilful, perhaps. I thought Hugh might have brought news of their engagement on his return from London. But I expect it will be announced at the ball.”
 
   Viola’s chest tightened as she reflected on this, trying not to panic at the thought of still living in Nanny’s cottage when Hugh brought his bride home to Vale Park. Of course, she couldn’t, she would have to seek a position before then. As she had obviously been blessed with a good education, she would put it to good use. Soon, she must ask Nanny’s advice.
 
   ****
 
   At the beginning of Viola’s third week spent at Vale Park, her riding habit arrived. When she removed the lid of the box, she and Nanny exclaimed at the violet-blue wool dress and jacket, with its military style gold epaulettes, glowing in its bed of tissue paper. It came complete with black kid gloves, black leather riding-boots, and an elegant hat with a striking feather. Hugh must have been informed of its arrival, for in the early afternoon, he arrived on his stallion, accompanied by a groom, leading a small black mare on a rein.
 
   He swept off his hat. He filled the small parlor with his presence, apparently unaware of the striking figure he presented in his riding clothes. The coat fitted like a second skin, showing off his broad shoulders and slim waist. Riding breeches encased his long, muscular legs, his riding boots like mirrors. After a quick study of Viola’s face and a casual inquiry into her health, he ordered her upstairs to change.
 
   Heart beating like a trapped bird, Viola rushed to her room.
 
   She pulled off her clothes, and was already half-dressed when Becky came to help her. Becky pinned up her hair, training a ringlet to frame each side of her face. Viola donned the hat, adjusting it to exactly the right angle. She glanced with satisfaction at her appearance in the glass. The habit fitted perfectly. Clever Madame Sophie had allowed for a small gain in weight after Nanny said she was feeding Viola up. She hurried out onto the landing. At the top of the stairs, she slowed her pace and walked down the stairs, casually pulling on her gloves.
 
   Nanny cast a quick glance at Hugh. “Oh, my dear, you are so smart.”
 
   Hugh made an elaborate bow. Reaching the bottom of the stairs, Viola executed a deep curtsy.
 
   They said goodbye to Nanny and, laughing, walked out to where the groom held the restless horses.
 
   “Meet Molly,” Hugh said.
 
   Viola stroked the mare’s soft nose. “Such a plain name for such a pretty mare.”
 
   “Now, let’s see what you know.”
 
   Viola bent her knee for the groom to help her mount Molly.
 
   Instinctively, she settled on the sidesaddle and adjusted her skirt over her legs. Hugh watched her, eyebrows raised. She took the reins from the groom confident in the saddle.
 
   ****
 
   Hugh was certain that Viola’s superb balance and confidence on a horse came from expert tutelage. She came alive as they rode through green pastures. At the end of their canter, her eyes were a bright, clear blue and her cheeks like rosy apples. He caught his breath. She had become a vivid beauty.
 
   “Well, Your Grace.” She laughed. “You were out to either kill me or cure me, and a cure I think it is. That was wonderful.”
 
   Her vitality was irresistible; he couldn’t stop looking at her intrigued by how unlike an English rose she was. There was something French about her wide, full-lipped mouth. His gaze traced the line of her smooth throat, down to the thrusting curve of her bosom, remembering soft roundness beneath his fingers on the day he found her. She smiled at him, and he smiled back, thinking how very nice it would be to kiss her.
 
   He pulled himself up short. What was he thinking? There was no room for complications such as this in his life. He felt an uncomfortable rush of disloyalty to Felicity. She should fill his thoughts, but try as he might; Felicity was more like a young sister than a prospective wife.
 
   He had been staring again.
 
   “Well?” A dimple appeared in her cheek. “Do I pass muster?”
 
   “You ride exceedingly well. The mystery has just deepened, Miss Viola.” Feeling slightly off balance, he threw out a challenge to her. “Do you feel up to a gallop?” He pointed along the trail.
 
   “As you wish, Your Grace.” She tapped Molly’s neck with her crop and nudged her flank with a heel. Caught by surprise, he raced after her. She laughed when he caught up. They galloped down the wide, straight bridle path through the woods, side by side for a brief moment, until his male pride got the better of him, and he spurred his horse on leaving her behind.
 
   “You are ungallant and unfair, Sir,” Viola called after him, her voice musical with laughter. “Your horse is much bigger and stronger than mine.”
 
   “I must find you a more challenging animal,” Hugh yelled, as they burst out of the trees. They reined in their horses and walked them to the water’s edge.
 
   ****
 
   The reedy bank offered a perfect view of Vale House over the lake. The house looked very beautiful. A grand carriage stood at its entrance, a liveried groom at the horses’ heads.
 
   Hugh frowned and his mouth firmed. “Forgive me, Miss Viola. I must leave you here.” Calling his groom, who had trailed behind them at a discreet distance, he instructed him to accompany Viola back to the cottage. “We don’t want you to be sore. You’ve had enough for your first day, but please do ride whenever you wish. I’ll leave instructions at the stables to provide you with a better mount. My groom is at your disposal.”
 
   “Thank you, Your Grace.” Viola gave the mare’s neck an affectionate pat. “But Molly suits me very well.”
 
   She watched him ride away before trotting back along the trail to the cottage. He has his troubles too. She couldn’t help being curious at Hugh’s reaction to the carriage. He’d appeared disturbed. Who was it that had come to visit?
 
   It felt so good to be in the saddle. But at some point in her life, she had ridden astride like a man. This recollection drifted in her memory like a wisp of smoke from a snuffed-out candle. It retreated again leaving only frustration. Was it she who had stolen the horse?
 
   


  
 

Chapter Six
 
   Every morning, the groom brought Molly for Viola to ride.
 
   She refused the repeated offer of another horse, remaining loyal to sweet Molly, who always nuzzled her hand for the apple or carrot Viola had waiting.
 
   At first, Viola attempted to traverse the length and breadth of the Vale Park acres, but soon discovered how impossible that was. She adopted a daily routine of riding along the same path.
 
   Her favorite route was the trail beside the river, then through the woods in a large semi-circle around the big house.
 
   Viola would dismount at the water’s edge, as she and Hugh had done on that first day. While Molly tore at the grass, she sat in the daisy-strewn riverbank and told herself she was merely admiring the view.
 
   Nanny had talked of the celebrated artists who had painted Vale House from this perspective. Some days, sunshine set the lake afire with dancing lights, and burnished the old stone of the house, softening and blurring its lines. At other times, clouds cast strong shadows, and threw the angles and curves of the building into relief, the lake reflecting the grey sky. On rainy days, mist hung over the water and enshrouded the house, lending it an air of mystery. She loved it here, but tried to guard her emotions.
 
   She must never think of it as home.
 
   She arrived back at the cottage. In her absence, a footman had brought an invitation to visit the library at Vale House.
 
   “What has prompted this?” she asked Nanny, failing to hide her excitement.
 
   Nanny smiled. “I told Hugh you loved to read and that you’d read all the books sent down from the big house. He felt you should choose your own.”
 
   After luncheon, with a rush of anticipation, Viola walked the two miles to Vale house. When she arrived, Porter showed her into the library, and withdrew. She wandered the length of the lofty room, the floor covered in a dense carpet patterned in browns and golds. High above in the ornate ceiling, she glimpsed the sky through a round window. Shelf upon shelf of tomes lined the walls. An iron staircase led to a gallery to bring the books at the very top into reach. While Viola searched the shelves with exclamations of delight, hours passed without her noticing.
 
   Viola slipped into the library most days, spending far too much time there before dragging herself away, conscious-stricken at arriving too late to help Nanny prepare dinner. Apart from Porter, she never came across another soul. She believed she had the magnificent library all to herself.
 
   Late one afternoon, the door opened below her while she was perched on the gallery caught up in the struggle between good and evil in Milton’s poem, Paradise Lost, and feeling a little guilty that the Devil seemed more attractive than God.
 
   She edged behind a decorative column as Hugh and another man entered the room.
 
   She began to rise to her feet, as the giant of a man put a hand on Hugh’s shoulder. “Ye would be a fool to cross Prinny. Don’t think being who ye are will save ye from severe censure.”
 
   “The man’s a hypocrite, Jock.”
 
   Jock, a full head taller than Hugh, rubbed his hand through his fiery red beard. “Och. He’s the prince regent.”
 
   “That doesn’t justify treating his wife in such a damnable fashion.” Hugh threw himself down upon a leather Chesterfield.
 
   The big man joined him. “Aye, I’m afraid it does. The bill could be passed. There’s little you or anyone else can do to prevent it. You won’t get the Whigs to act. They fear persecution. You will end up with your fingers burnt. And for what? The woman’s a disaster.”
 
   “What’s good for the gander isn’t necessarily good for the goose, it seems,” Hugh said heatedly. “I felt outraged when Prinny refused to write and inform Caroline of the death of
 
   Princess Charlotte, her husband, Leopold had to tell her.” He folded his arms across his chest and studied a boot. “Caroline has asked me to chaperone her cause, and I’ve said I’m willing to do so.”
 
   “Be careful you’re not accused of being the father of that brat she has. Some say it’s her butler’s.” Jock smiled, but his voice held a warning.
 
   Hugh threw back his head and laughed. “I don’t deny I’ve been a lover of royalty, Jock, but Princess Caroline, never. Not my type. Or Prinny’s, apparently.”
 
   “It surprises me the woman is anyone’s type, but she has quite a reputation. The fact is, both of you have a history of dalliance. I’ll wager she’ll demand much more from you than you’ll want to give when she comes to England! And if the Milan commission should consider it opportune to draw you in, it would be extremely difficult to disprove.”
 
   “They wouldn’t dare. Have sense man! Caroline lives abroad and it’s no secret I’ve been fully caught up with Aurelia for a year or more.”
 
   “’Tis true and common knowledge.” Jock raised his shaggy brows. “You sound as if it’s on the wane.”
 
   “Our relationship is at an end. She is an exhausting and demanding female.”
 
   Jock laughed. “And extremely handsome.”
 
   “Indeed, and quite aware of her charms and the necessary expenditure to keep them just so. I do not begrudge her money, but it’s so tiresomely time-consuming! To be honest, before long, I grow weary of them all.”
 
   “Well, you will dabble with the demi-monde,” said Jock.
 
   “And she’s French besides. British women are much easier to manage. They know their place.”
 
   Hugh grinned. “Not Scottish women from what you’ve told me. I doubt I’d desire a woman who is too easy to manage. But I take your warning in good part. My shortcomings aside, I must try to help the princess. I’ve given my pledge.”
 
   It was too late for Viola to declare her presence. She clutched the book in trembling fingers, hardly daring to breathe.
 
   Hugh’s hounds entered the library and rushed about, noses sniffing the air. She stilled, heart thumping and prayed they wouldn’t see her. The men had only to glance up to where she crouched behind the column, her gown billowing about her. Why had she chosen such an arresting color as apricot? Fortunately, the two men rose without a glance in her direction and left the room with the dogs at their heels.
 
   She crept from her high perch, book still in hand, and slipped from the room. Not until she walked along the lane to Nanny’s cottage did she begin to breathe more easily and think of what she had heard. So Hugh had a mistress. What was she like?
 
   French, and very beautiful apparently.
 
   Had his relationship with this woman ended because his betrothal was imminent? Or would he seek another mistress? She was not privy to the way these things were done, but this view of him changed him in her eyes. Her benefactor took on the persona of a rake. But a rake who would risk censure to right what he considered an injustice. She sighed, having forgotten all about Milton’s Paradise Lost. The Duke of Vale was far more intriguing.
 
   ****
 
   Several days later, Hugh and his secretary, John Fulman, worked through a pile of correspondence, his mind only half engaged. He had resisted the temptation to ride with Viola again, well aware that straying too often to Nanny’s cottage could make his life even more difficult than it already was. Felicity had returned home from London, and events were moving forward. When he had ridden over to greet her, their meeting had been surprisingly subdued. She had not been her irrepressible self. The announcement of their engagement was not far in the future, it waited upon the recovery of her favorite aunt from a malady, when she could be part of the proceedings. Once the knot was tied, the rest of his life, to all intents and purposes would be established. He took a deep breath and stabbed at the inkwell with his pen, while enduring a bout of inexplicable emotions, frustration, and something close to anguish at what might have been possible. He’d had years to adjust to his future; his inability to manage it now made him helpless and angry.
 
   Later in the day, returning to the house after his morning ride, he caught a glimpse of Viola riding across the bottom field near the river with the groom following. In need of a distraction, his plans forgotten, he turned his horse’s head.
 
   At the sight of him riding towards her, Viola reined in Molly and waited. 
 
   “Your Grace.” 
 
   “Where are you off to?”
 
   “I gave up trying to see more of your land it takes me too far from the cottage. I follow the path we took on that first day.”
 
   “May I join you?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Breathing in the mossy, pine-laden air, Hugh tried to ease his tight shoulders. Viola made no attempt to engage him in conversation, as if she sensed he did not wish it. He glanced at her. She had blossomed in the time she’d spent at Vale. She would be perfectly at home in any society drawing room. A curious business, if he suffered impatience to learn more about her past, what must she be feeling?
 
   After a good gallop, their ride ended as it had before on the bank of the river. Hugh dismounted and threw his reins over a tree branch. He turned to help her down, enjoying the soft curve of her waist under his hands far too much.
 
   “I love coming here.” She gazed across the water. “The house is magnificent.”
 
   He leaned against a tree admiring her. “I’m glad you approve.”
 
   “I’ll be sad to leave.”
 
   Why did the thought sour in his mind? It was obvious she would leave. She could hardly spend the rest of her life in Nanny’s cottage. 
 
   “When you regain your memory you’ll want to return home.”
 
   She turned to him, her eyes shadowed. “I expect so.”
 
   “Do you worry that someone is missing you? A husband perhaps or a parent?”
 
   She huffed out a breath. “No. I don’t know why.” Her voice shook and a tear appeared on her cheek.
 
   Hugh didn’t know what to say. Her sadness was palpable.
 
   He reached out to her, and before he knew what he was about, enfolded her in his arms. She gave a muffled gasp against his chest. He held her lightly as he would a child, his hands impersonal, but his brain failed to fool his body. Worried she would detect his obvious ardor; he dropped his hands and stepped back. “I wasn’t attempting a seduction, it was merely comfort,” he said, lying through his teeth while her fresh womanly scent lingered.
 
   Her eyes had widened, but she nodded her head. “You are too kind.”
 
   His thoughts weren’t at all kind, they were filled with lust. “I haven’t heard from Bow Street,” he said, fighting to place them back on a safer footing before his urges got out of control and every remaining trace of good sense deserted him. “I shall send word the very moment I do.”
 
   “I appreciate it, thank you,” her voice was unsteady, and her eyes had darkened to deep violet. It was impossible for him to gauge her reaction. Foolish in the extreme to want to learn her thoughts, but right at this minute, he wanted to desperately.
 
   “I wished to thank you for allowing me access to your extensive library,” she said, her voice firmer, a smile lifting the corners of her lovely mouth. “I’ve so enjoyed it.”
 
   “I’m pleased someone is enjoying it,” he said, his voice brisk.
 
   “I’ve had little time to read of late.” His gaze roamed over her, appreciating how the sunlight brightened the cloth of her habit, the color of her remarkable eyes. Clever Nanny to choose it.
 
   When a lock of her hair caught the light, it turned the color of ripe corn against her creamy skin. He realized with a start that if she were dressed in jewels and a fine gown, she would be a diamond of the first water. The equal of any lady in London.
 
   Why on God’s Green Earth was such a woman here, living in his cottage.
 
   No wonder he was fighting his lust.
 
   He wanted to stay here and drink her in, but he didn’t trust himself. “I’ll ride back to the cottage with you and take tea with Nanny.”
 
   She bestowed her lovely smile on him. “Nanny is always delighted to see you.”
 
   He wanted Viola to be delighted too even though it was a pointless thing to wish for.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seven
 
   Rupert leaned forward in the worn leather wingchair, to stab a poker at the fire. The flames flared, turning his fair hair a halo of fiery gold reflected in the mirror above the mantle.
 
   With a mocking laugh, he rose to touch the row of pipes on the pipe-stand of the leather-topped desk, then wandered around the room looking at the bookshelves crammed with well -thumbed editions. He had done her a favor if only she would realize it. 
 
   Always having her nose in books was not what life was about.
 
   She would never listen to him. As she grew more like a sleeping beauty, his determination to be the one to awaken her to earthly passion grew. She had not understood him. He had been too gentle, too passive. He should have persuaded her more forcibly, made her his, whether she agreed with it or not. She would have gotten used to the idea.
 
   He sighed, perplexed. He had plotted and planned, yet failed at the last hurdle to take what he wanted. Nothing would stop him next time. When he got her back, he would take her into his bed and that would be the end of this ridiculous farce.
 
   He poured the last of the claret and tossed the wine back in one gulp. The alcohol was finally doing its work; the pain ebbed.
 
   He planned to get ape-drunk tonight and was already two-thirds there. He didn’t want to remember the cozy evenings spent in this house, while she played the pianoforte. The rooms seemed so drab in her absence, the house an inhospitable, echoing place after most of the staff had left.
 
   He pushed himself to his feet and fell against a wall as he staggered to the open window. It was a perfect, summer night.
 
   Familiar sounds and smells assailed his senses, as a full, round moon sailed through the cloudless sky and turned the landscape a hoary silver. His ancestors seemed to mock him as moonlight revealed all that was familiar, the wild, neglected gardens, the horse paddocks and stables, and the silent woods.
 
   Was all this now his? He’d wanted it so much he’d been sick with yearning. It had made him do dreadful things to obtain it.
 
   And now, without her, it seemed meaningless.
 
   At the stables the next morning, his temples ached, but he was no longer so desperate. During the night, he’d convinced himself he’d find her, and was roused to continue his search.
 
   He gazed at his two henchmen, his voice tight with frustration at the sight of their dull expressions. 
 
   “Go to London. Check all the coaching-inns and hostelries to pick up her trail. Do you understand me?” He flicked his riding crop in a menacing fashion that only two ruffians such as these would understand. “Dammit, she can’t have disappeared into thin air! If that fails, we’ll think of somewhere else for you fools to look.”
 
   The two men held their caps to their chests and nodded.
 
   They knew he would brook no excuses. They were to search until they found her, or it would be bellows to mend for them. The shorter of the two glowered at him with his mean, narrow eyes.
 
   No doubt planning to steal what he could from him when his back was turned.
 
   After his men scurried off, Rupert mounted his horse and rode hard across the fields for an hour. Returning, he slowed his mount when he caught sight of the brick house through the trees, smoke from its twisted chimneys drifting into the grey sky. As the empty manor grew closer, he fought to calm himself. She could not be dead.
 
   He flicked his whip. She hated violence towards animals. To get her back, he might manipulate her with that threat. He raised his whip again bringing it down hard on his own thigh, hating himself for his weakness.
 
   By the time he reached the house, he had reasoned himself out of his depression. He dismounted with satisfaction. It was her fault, not his. And when he got his hands on her again, she would suffer for it.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight
 
   Several days later, Viola played a Mozart piece on the pianoforte in Nanny’s parlor to distract herself from the glorious feeling of being held in the duke’s arms. The door opened and he walked in as if summoned by her thoughts. Disconcerted, her hands faltered over the keys. She went to rise. “Nanny’s not here at present, Your Grace.”
 
   “Please, don’t stop.” He threw down his gloves, and settled in a chair.
 
   Viola sat and played the piece through to the end. After the last note died away, there was silence, but for the ticking of the mantle clock and the anxious drumming of her heart.
 
   “Superb,” Hugh murmured.
 
   “I had a competent teacher, I suppose.” She stood. 
 
   He motioned for her to sit opposite him. 
 
   “Who had a pupil with more than a modicum of talent, I think. Viola, the mystery deepens.”
 
   She frowned and looked down at her hands knitted in her lap. “How tired I’ve grown of hearing that.”
 
   He leaned forward and took her hands in his, which quite robbed her of breathe. “You must be. I am sorry.”
 
   She swallowed. “I seem to be of an impatient nature. I’m also a very bad hostess.” She withdrew her hands and rose. “I’ll arrange for some tea.”
 
   “You ladies are fonder of tea than I am.” His brown eyes were dark and unfathomable. “To hear you play again would please me far more.”
 
   “Any requests, Your Grace?” Relieved to put some distance between them, she went to sit at the pianoforte again. She flicked through the music while she fought to regain her composure. It was difficult for they were entirely alone. Courting the farmer’s son, Becky was away at the dairy, taking advantage of Nanny visiting a friend in the village. Hugh’s embrace had made her yearn for more, even though she knew he had done it out of compassion for her plight.
 
   He stood beside her, leafing through the pile of music books. As he leaned across her to prop one on the stand, she smelled his musky soap. When his leg stirred her skirts, her senses came alive.
 
   “Mozart. Play this sonata, if you will—a favorite of mine. I’ll turn the pages for you, shall I?”
 
   Swallowing nervously, she began to play, praying the music would calm her. It had always worked before. But it didn’t now.
 
   His knee brushed hers as he leaned forward to turn the page.
 
   Viola sat ramrod straight on the stool, her ankles stiff as they worked the pedals. To her ear, she played poorly.
 
   She peeped at the strong line of his jaw and his raven-black hair curling against his neck. It appeared damp. Her breath quickened and she grew even more distracted. She rebuked herself and tried to concentrate on the music, but her thoughts continued to wander. It was a sunny day. Had he washed before coming here? For her? She was indulging in fantasies. He’d probably washed after riding.
 
   She tried not to hurry, to play pianissimo as the piece required, but a flurry of emotions hindered her. Dear God, she prayed, please let this end.
 
   Somehow, she completed the piece. And just before an awkward pause settled between them, Nanny bustled in, removing her pelisse and bonnet as she prattled on in her cheerful manner.
 
   “My, it’s a lovely day, Viola. You should be out taking the air. Oh! You’re here, Hugh. Enjoying Viola’s playing, I see. She does play wonderfully well, does she not? Have you had tea? No? Now where’s Becky?” She went to the kitchen as Hugh moved away from Viola’s side. She played the final bars and rose from the pianoforte with hot relief.
 
   When Nanny returned and tea was served, Hugh revealed the reason for his visit. Reaching into the fob pocket of his waistcoat, he removed Viola’s locket.
 
   “I still await news from the Bow Street Runner I’ve hired, but I no longer have need of this as a sketch has been made of the crest. I thought you might wish to wear it. It’s a pretty thing.”
 
   He stood. “I’ll put it on for you if I may.”
 
   His fingers brushed the nape of her neck and she closed her eyes as warmth spread through her. She opened them again to see Nanny watching her with a worried frown.
 
   “There,” he said with satisfaction, and stepped back to study her.
 
   His smile faded and he picked up his hat. “Reluctantly, I must take my leave. You charming ladies have kept me from my labors long enough. Riding tomorrow, Miss Viola?”
 
   “I plan to, Your Grace.”
 
   He nodded and left the cottage.
 
   “Well, it was nice for Hugh to call and see us, now wasn’t it?” Nanny said vaguely, as she stacked the tea tray and swept from the room.
 
   Viola followed her, wanted to reassure her, but unable to put it into words.
 
   “It’s nice to have him call to see us, but I daresay His Grace will be married soon enough, and we shall be deprived of his company,” Nanny said, with a sympathetic glance in Viola’s direction.
 
   ****
 
   Viola dismissed the groom, whom she felt far better served back at the stables than following her about when she never met another soul. She took her usual route and reaching the lake, let Molly roam the grass as she sat in her favorite spot. Yesterday had been cool and misty, but today, Vale House was bathed in sunshine. Ducks waddled up the bank in expectation of the bread crusts she brought them. At the sound of a horse approaching, she threw the last of the bread to a fat duck.
 
   Nothing went hungry at Vale Park, it seemed. She turned, hoping it was the duke, and then quivered with nerves when she found it was.
 
   Hugh dismounted. “Lovely day, Miss Viola.”
 
   “Glorious.” She couldn’t help surreptitiously watching him from beneath the brim of her hat, enjoying his broad shoulders and the purposeful way he moved.
 
   He sat on the ground beside her and rested a hand on his knee. “Are you in a better frame of mind today?”
 
   “I have moments of pure please, Your Grace, and consider myself very lucky indeed.” Joy and pain threaded its way through her in equal measures. “If one is to get lost, Vale Park is the perfect place, is it not?”
 
   His darkly fringed, brown eyes searched hers, and she held her breath at the concern she found there.
 
   The horses gently whickered, breaking the silence and making them turn. Hugh’s stallion stretched across to rub noses with Molly, and the mare snuffled. “They seem to like each other,” Hugh said, with a grin.
 
   She laughed. “What stallion wouldn’t find Molly’s soft brown eyes alluring?”
 
   “If life was only that simple.”
 
   Viola gazed at him. That brief comment gave her a glimpse into his heart; he struggled with something, which she was not privy to. Sensing the mood grew more intimate, a warning voice whispered in her head. “I love how nature is allowed to grow rampant here,” she said, fighting to lighten the atmosphere. “Without man's attempt to tame it.”
 
   “My father removed the formal gardens, and I prefer to keep it this way.”
 
   The rambling beauty of Vale Park connected with her on a deep level she did not quite understand. “Many grand estates of this age are very formal.”
 
   “You know of other estates?” he asked, tilting his head.
 
   “Perhaps it’s something I’ve read in books.”
 
   His mouth quirked in amusement. “You’ve read a lot of books, I believe.”
 
   “I must have.”
 
   “Strange, Miss Viola, that even though we know nothing of your past, we already know much about you.”
 
   Viola wondered about his use of ‘we’. Did he really mean himself?
 
   She smiled. “I shan’t ask what people here have learned about me. I would appear overly proud, and perhaps I wouldn’t care for the answer.”
 
   “I confess to wanting to learn more. I trust I will someday.”
 
   He spoke lightly, but such a suggestion made her pulse quicken.
 
   As if unspoken thoughts lay beneath the surface of their casual conversation. She focused on the breeze gently ruffling the water.
 
   “We have learned you are clever and well read,” he continued, with humor lightening his deep voice. “That you are accomplished on the pianoforte. You ride like the wind and you are patient and kind hearted in your treatment of both people and animals. Shall I go on?” Hugh stretched and somehow shifted closer. “Interesting too, that you have the look of a Frenchwoman. Especially your full lips.”
 
   That was far too familiar an observation. Ridiculous to feel as if his gaze stripped her of clothing. Her body warmed. “I do?”
 
   His gaze dropped to her mouth. “You do.”
 
   His mistress had been French. Viola put a hand to her mouth, dismayed that her fingers trembled. “Perhaps then, I do have some French blood,” she said unsteadily.
 
   “I’m sure of it.” He reached over and brushed a leaf from her arm, barely a touch but intimate nonetheless.
 
   She grew afraid he was about to spoil the friendship they shared. It would prove disastrous and force her to leave Vale Park.
 
   “Shall I tell you what I have learned about you?” she asked with a smile.
 
   His brown eyes warmed and a grin tugged at his mouth.
 
   “You may.”
 
   “You are kind and generous, but impetuous, Your Grace.”
 
   She wanted to giggle at his expression of dismay. What had he hoped she’d say?
 
   His brows rose into twin peaks. “No one has ever called me impetuous.”
 
   “Perhaps no one has been brave enough.”
 
   She breathed easier when he grinned and shook his head.
 
   Her impertinence had the desired effect. The almost unbearable intimacy of the moment turned to one of humor. On surer ground, she found the conversation more to her liking. “The first day I came here, I watched you jump your horse over a very high gate. Most sober-minded persons would have found a safer way through.”
 
   He gave a bark of laughter. “And you would judge me on that one thing?”
 
   “It gave me a clue to your nature.” His conversation in the library had told her a whole lot more.
 
   “You have me at a disadvantage, Miss Viola. I cannot defend myself or deny your accusation, but might you have suffered the same impulse at some point in your life?”
 
   “Perhaps.” She could not deny it. The way she was dressed when found, proved she had a spark of recklessness in her nature.
 
   Reminding her of it should make her feel ashamed, but for the warm gleam of approval in his eyes.
 
   “Perhaps? You suspect it too.”
 
   It was impossible to hide her fascination with where this conversation was leading, although the warning bells sounded loud in her ears.
 
   “We have at least that in common and maybe far more, given time to discover it,” he said his gaze meeting hers.
 
   This could not continue. Viola climbed to her feet. “I doubt I shall be here much longer.”
 
   “Of course not.” He rose with her, disturbing a duck that flapped away across the reeds to the opposite bank. “I must go.”
 
   He brushed the grass from his breeches. “Enjoy the rest of your ride.”
 
   He rode away, leaving her at once relieved and disappointed, and unsure what had just transpired. Had he come with some purpose and left without it expressed? She had never given him reason to believe she would be agreeable to a liaison. If he had crossed that line between them, which seemed to grow less each time they were together, what would she have done?
 
   How very difficult to rebuff him. She admitted the truth to herself and gasped. She was enormously drawn to him and afraid her resolve would falter if put to the test. What sort of woman was she?
 
   ****
 
   It was hard to ignore the fact that Lady Felicity Beresford had returned from London, for Becky spoke of little else. Nanny rebuked her several times for sighing and mooning about, constantly declaring how romantic it all was. Then news reached them that sent Nanny into transports of delight, and rendered Becky silent and overwhelmed at the prospect of seeing such impressive personages arrive at Vale Park. Hugh’s sister and her husband, the Duke and Duchess of Whitcombe, were coming to visit. There was to be a ball with guests arriving from London for a grouse shoot.
 
   Most importantly, as far as Nanny was concerned, Hugh had sent her and Viola an invitation to attend the ball.
 
   “But, Nanny,” Viola said, examining the guilt-edged missive, “he cannot really want me there. Why would he ask me?”
 
   Nanny huffed. “Now, please don’t start. It would be ungrateful and the height of bad manners to refuse.”
 
   Viola reluctantly had to agree, but the prospect was a nightmare. Was she to hide in a corner, like a governess or a girl not yet out of the schoolroom?
 
   “Wasn’t I clever to insist on having a ball gown made from the white silk?” Nanny said. “It’s so pretty. You should have someone competent to arrange your hair. Add some ornaments or flowers, the way they do these days.”
 
   “No, no, absolutely not.” Viola held up her hands in protest.
 
   Next Nanny would suggest having Her Grace’s personal maid here in attendance. “Becky will help me.”
 
   “Very well, then. You do it nicely, I must own.”
 
   The coming social event threw Nanny into a flurry of activity. She went to retrieve her purple brocade, with its accompanying pannier hoop from its box. When she shook it out, her face dropped. ”It’s sadly outdated compared with the slim-fitting gowns now in fashion. But I don’t have the shape for the modern style,” she said. She held up the whalebone stays.
 
   “This is most unlike that busk you wear. But at least the Polonaise hides a multitude of sins. My figure is no longer in the girlish mode, you understand.” She flushed and held her hands to her cheeks. “Oh, it won’t do, will it?”
 
   “Then we’ll fix it,” Viola said. “Don’t worry. We’ll be so modern, we’ll be lauded as being in the first stare of fashion.”
 
   “’Tis not me they will be looking at. Though Lady Felicity is an appealing young woman, I’m sure all eyes will be on you.”
 
   “Oh, Nanny! Sophie made my gown beautifully, but it is not the latest from Paris or London,” Viola said with a laugh.
 
   “You’ll see I’m right. You will be the belle of the ball.”
 
   People will certainly stare, but for all the wrong reasons.
 
   Would she have to explain to them why she stayed at Vale Park? What would they think? Had Hugh lost his reason? And what would his betrothed, Lady Felicity, think? As if that wasn’t enough, there was the Duke and Duchess of Whitcombe to consider. She chaffed her hands. It was all too much. She could not go. She prowled around the parlor for an hour without arriving at an answer. Offending Hugh would be horrible but disappointing Nanny was almost worse. She was so looking forward to it and had so little social life. With these concerns pressing heavily upon her, she joined Nanny in updating her wardrobe and spent most of the afternoon sewing.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nine
 
   “Clarissa!” Hugh hurried forward to kiss his sister as she and her husband, Edward, emerged from their coach drawn by four matched greys adorned with plumes. Footmen rushed about dealing with the retinue of servants and luggage from the two carriages that pulled up behind them.
 
   He saw too little of his wonderful sibling. As he bent to kiss her, her little dog yapped at him from her arms. “I do wish you’d get a proper dog,” he said, with a grin.
 
   She pouted. “Ulysses is a perfect house pet. Not like those noisy big hounds of yours which belong in the stables.”
 
   He refused to rise to the bait and led them inside. “Was your trip uneventful?”
 
   “Just slow and tedious, my dear,” Clarissa said. “I could do with a sherry after I’ve freshened up.”
 
   Later, Hugh joined his sister in the salon. “Where’s your husband?”
 
   “Edward is fatigued and has decided to rest.”
 
   He frowned. “But he is well?”
 
   She smiled. “Perfectly. Just not in the first flush of youth, which, he readily admits.”
 
   Relieved, he nodded. Clarissa adored her husband. “I look forward to talking business with him.”
 
   She took a deep sip of sherry. “You plan to announce your engagement to Felicity at the ball?”
 
   “We did, but now we await an aunt who suffers ill health.”
 
   “Whose idea was that?”
 
   “Felicity or her parents.”
 
   She eyed him. “You don’t seem too sorry.”
 
   “Our union has been a long time coming.” He shrugged. “I’ve grown used to waiting.”
 
   “You’ll feel better when you’re married, Hugh.” She smiled. “It’s a fine state to be in.”
 
   “I daresay.” Hugh put down his glass. “Clarissa, I have an unusual request to put to you.”
 
   She raised her dark brows. “Ask away.”
 
   He told her everything from the moment he found Viola on the road.
 
   His sister’s eyes had grown large, and now she frowned.
 
   “This Viola stays with Nanny Bryant?”
 
   “Yes. Until she regains her memory.”
 
   “My dear Hugh.” She waved a footman over to refill her glass. “You are a magnet for a clever woman’s wiles. Have you not learned that yet?”
 
   “I believe Miss Viola tells the truth. She is well bred and a decent person.”
 
   Clarissa laughed and shook her head. “Is she young and pretty?”
 
   “Yes, but….”
 
   “Oh you men! Women can wind you around their finger so easily. And you with a First at Oxford.” She shook her head. “No doubt she’s some jumped up maid or a penniless orphan intent on feathering her nest.”
 
   “I only ask that you wait until you meet her. You will like her. ”
 
   “It is not for me to like her, Hugh, but for you to harden your heart against her.” She tapped her chin. “It won’t go well with you should Felicity’s parents discover her presence here.”
 
   “She is not living in the house. And I’ve explained the situation to Felicity.”
 
   “You have? What did Felicity say?”
 
   “She thought it exciting and looks forward to meeting her.”
 
   “How very odd. And Felicity’s no fool.” She picked up her fan and fanned herself thoughtfully. “One might think….”
 
   “Think what?”
 
   “Nothing. Something quite impossible occurred to me, and I’ve dismissed it.”
 
   Hugh shifted in his seat wishing to come to grips with the situation, which his sister was making unnecessarily difficult.
 
   “Reserve your judgment until you meet Miss Viola at the ball.”
 
   “Oh no, Hugh,” Clarissa said with a scornful laugh. “I shall meet her before the ball and send her packing.”
 
   He scowled. “Surely, that’s up to me to decide.”
 
   “All right.” She waved a hand at him. “Don’t climb on your high horse. I won’t send her away, but I promise you I’ll size this woman up most carefully.”
 
   “Well, that’s all I ask, Clarissa.” He raised his brandy glass. “And to be courteous to her at the ball. Your reaction counts for everything as all eyes will be on you.”
 
   “I promise. If she should come,” his sister said sweetly.
 
   “Might I have some of those delicious almond cakes Arnaud prepared during our last visit? I declare I’m famished.”
 
   As the footman left the room, Hugh sat back and smiled at her.
 
   His sister made a very unusual duchess. She had some odd ideas, at times, but was known to be excessively generous to the residents of Bath and was much loved there. Their parents too, had been liberal minded. He wasn’t prepared to consider too closely, why he wanted Viola to attend the ball. Perhaps he hoped she would meet someone who recognized her; or such company might jog her into remembering. Any other reason he refused to give thought to.
 
   ****
 
   A few days later, a young page came to the door with an invitation from the Duke and Duchess of Whitcombe for afternoon tea. This delighted Nanny, but struck cold fear in Viola’s heart.
 
   Porter announced them in the Long Drawing Room. Viola searched for Hugh as she and Nanny walked the length of the royal blue and gold carpet, but he was absent. Overhead, naked cupids frolicked with ribbons across a painted azure sky on the forty-foot ceiling. Somewhat dwarfed by the size and splendor of the room, the duke and duchess sat together on a satin sofa in front of an exquisitely carved, white marble fireplace.
 
   Viola would have felt better had Hugh been here. Although what he could do to help her was entirely unclear. His sister and her husband’s wish to receive her could only mean one thing.
 
   They wanted Vale Park to be rid of her. Convinced she was about to endure accusations and face serious censure, she planted a smile on her face and performed as graceful a curtsey as she could manage with wobbly knees.
 
   The duchess had the same raven hair as her brother. Hugh’s eyes were larger and fringed with thick black lashes, but the same lively intelligence sparkled in his sister’s attractive eyes. She petted the small dog on her knee like a child. The King Charles spaniel, so named by King Charles himself, stared at Viola, resentment in its poppy eyes.
 
   “My dear Nanny Bryant,” the duchess cried. “How good it is to see you. Come and sit by me. So this is Miss Viola.” She pointed to the ribbon-back chair placed in front of them as if for an inquisition. “Please sit,” she said briskly.
 
   She was to be questioned. Well she expected no less. Viola sank onto the hard chair, her back as straight as a poker. She raised her chin.
 
   The duchess’s gaze swept over her. “Now, I wish you to tell me the whole.”
 
   Viola swallowed, wishing they would serve tea. Her throat was horribly dry. “The whole, Your Grace?”
 
   “Everything you remember from the first moment you came to Vale Park. Then Nanny shall give me her version of events.”
 
   Viola almost sighed. She was judged before she spoke. And the way she was found would hardly sway the Duchess’ opinion in her favor.
 
   She explained what she could, how frustrated she was not to remember, and expressing her heartfelt thanks for the duke’s generosity.
 
   “I would expect no less of my brother, Miss Viola,” the duchess said. “But there have been times when some might think to gain from his benevolence.”
 
   “They might try, Your Grace, but I doubt the duke would succumb,” Viola said. “He is hardly a fool.”
 
   Viola hated being in such a position but the fault was hers.
 
   She had yet to learn humility, it seemed.
 
   The duke and duchess stared at her. There followed a strained silence until Nanny rushed in to fill the void, praising Viola’s knowledge of Latin and Ancient Greek.
 
   “…and Viola plays the pianoforte skillfully.” Nanny’s anxious voice faded away.
 
   “Thank you, Nanny, dear,” the duchess said. “You have obviously grown fond of Miss Viola.” She turned her attention back to Viola. “You have said little in your own defense. Tell me, why do you think you were dressed in that extraordinary fashion?”
 
   Viola flushed. “I’ve come to believe I was escaping from something or someone, Your Grace.”
 
   The Duchess’ eyes gleamed. “From danger?”
 
   “My dreams give a hint of it, but are frustratingly scrambled. I confess, I am impatient to learn the truth. I pray it will become clearer to me soon, and I’ll be able to piece it all together.” She clutched her hands in her lap. “I can then return home. I hate being a burden.”
 
   “Are you a burden, I wonder,” Her Grace said, thoughtfully. “You have been blessed with exceptionally good looks.”
 
   Viola flushed. Was the duchess hinting at something clandestine between Hugh and her? She felt ashamed, if thought equaled deed she should be condemned.
 
   The duchess fed bits of the tiny sandwiches and almond cakes to her dog as she directed her questions to Viola. “Nanny says you like to read. What are your favorite books?” Although Viola’s nerves had become quite frayed, she endeavored to answer as best she could, while the duchess nodded.
 
   “I confess to being a little envious, Miss Viola,” Her Grace concluded. “This has been quite an escapade. But I see you have been brought to Point Non Plus.”
 
   The Duke of Whitcombe, who had said little up until this point, cleared his throat. “Quite so, quite so.”
 
   He was a thin, grey-haired man, who obviously adored his vivacious wife, for his eyes seldom wavered from her face. In strong contrast to the duchess, who radiated energy, he was particularly languid. Viola was sure his effete was natural and not a fashionable pose. The duchess took center stage and the whole party revolved around her.
 
   Viola was lost for words. In the duchess’ eyes, her appalling predicament was an exciting adventure.
 
   “You cannot remain overlong at Vale Park, of course,” the duchess said.
 
   “I am sorely aware of it, Your Grace,” Viola said, swallowing hard. She had thought of little else these past weeks. “As my memory has continued to fail me, I am considering other avenues. Should I be able to remain here until I can secure a position as a governess, I shall be very grateful.”
 
   “You would take a governess position?” The Duchess’ dark eyes pierced into hers.
 
   “I have heard nothing of this,” Nanny said.
 
   “It’s a useful occupation, Your Grace,” Viola said.
 
   “We shall see you and Nanny at the ball,” the duchess said, not wishing to discuss the merits or otherwise of governesses.
 
   This was a command and not up for debate. Viola sensed few people would attempt to argue the point with her. “I confess to being surprised when my brother invited you, Miss Viola.”
 
   ”As was I.” Viola, hoping to be given a chance to refuse.
 
   “I daresay he has his reasons,” the duchess said. “Shall we take tea?”
 
   When they returned to the cottage, Nanny began to prepare dinner. Viola went to help, determined to continue the conversation begun with the duchess. She smoothed her dress and tucked an errant curl in place. There was no time like the present. Nanny was busy with one of their simple, tasty meals.
 
   Becky chopped fresh herbs and vegetables from the garden, while Nanny, covered in flour up to her elbows, rolled out some pastry for a pudding.
 
   Viola sat beside her at the big, scrubbed table. “May I help?”
 
   “Yes, my dear. You can take over chopping those herbs while Becky goes to pick some gooseberries.”
 
   Picking up the knife, Viola chopped with furious energy as the fresh smell of parsley, rosemary and sage filled the room. She rushed into her prepared speech. “Nanny, as I mentioned to the duchess, I plan to seek a governess position. I am confident I could perform those duties well. And I like children very much.” She hurried on, as Nanny frowned. “I was hoping you would help me. With your knowledge, you could advise me on what my duties may be, and what my employers would expect of me.”
 
   “I was surprised, Viola.” Nanny gave the dough a final pat.
 
   She placed it to one side and slowly wiped her hands on a cloth, as if she gave careful thought to her words. “We know nothing of your life before you came to us, it’s true. But I feel you were destined for better things than service. You must be patient.” She squeezed Viola’s hand and looked at her fondly. “I would be delighted to have you stay here with me, but you should have a more fulfilling life than this, or that of a governess. You’re not helping your recovery with this worry, you know. Promise me you will put it out of your mind for now.”
 
   “But, as the duchess pointed out. I cannot remain here. Please tell me, Nanny.”
 
   “Well then, reading and good penmanship, scripture, and enough mathematics to manage household accounts and balance their budget, French, drawing, watercolor, music, both instrumental and vocal, dancing of course, and how to embroider and perform neat stitches. Those are the important skills a young lady of birth is expected to excel in.”
 
   “Is that all?” Viola asked, widening her eyes.
 
   “As a general rule. To be fair, there are those who wish their daughters better taught. They might be encouraged to learn Spanish, Latin, politics, history and a smattering of botany and geography, but generally, as well as her dowry; a man seeks a wife who will be a social asset to him. A woman is expected to contribute to conversation and aid her husband without eclipsing him with her superior knowledge. But women need many skills, especially, if they are widowed and must manage an estate.” She gave a shake of her head. 
 
   One hopes that such things will improve in time. It’s unusual for girls to be educated as comprehensively as you have been, Viola. As well as theology and philosophy, all these subjects you have acquired to a highly skilled level, and are most able to teach. But it can be a miserable life. I trust you will be patient.”
 
   “I will try, Nanny.” Viola was determined to proceed with her plans. Perhaps the duchess could suggest someone. She most likely thought her a scandalous impostor and was obviously keen to see Viola gone.
 
   The duchess would not leave Vale Park until she did. Viola was convinced of it. She firmed her lips in frustration.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Ten
 
   Hugh rode up on his handsome chestnut as Viola strolled through Nanny’s garden, a basket filled with vegetables and flowers over her arm. His groom followed with Molly trailing behind on a lead.
 
   Hugh bowed from his horse. “You are looking well, Miss Viola. Would you care to join me?”
 
   As his strong hands and powerful thighs brought his fretful stallion under control, Viola remembered the last time they’d been together at the river’s edge. Her stomach tightened at the pleasure of spending an afternoon with him. “I’d be delighted, sir.”
 
   “But only if you promise me something.” A corner of his mouth quirked up.
 
   She smiled. “That must depend on what it is.”
 
   He laughed. “You’re a hard woman, Miss Viola. It was only that you call me by my Christian name, Hugh. I tire of calling you Miss Viola.”
 
   Alarm bells began to ring at further familiarity. “I don’t believe the duchess would approve,” she said.
 
   “My sister is not as strict as you might think.”
 
   “Just for today, then.” She glanced across at Hugh’s grizzled-haired groom.
 
   “Oh, don’t worry about Fuller. He was my father’s head groom and would take me to task should I forget my manners. Right, Fuller?”
 
   “Many years since that’s been necessary, Your Grace.” Fuller smiled and tipped his hat.
 
   “We go to visit some of my tenant farmers, several miles from here.” Hugh pointed over the far hill. “Their cottages are situated in a valley. The river floods during the rainy season, and the damp during the winter months, causes illness, amongst the young ones especially. I hope to be able to improve their situation.”
 
   “It will only take me a moment to change,” Viola said, turning toward the door.
 
   “Could there be a woman on this earth who really means that?” Hugh called after her.
 
   Viola swiveled to face him. “You’ve now met one.”
 
   She appeared several minutes later after calling for help from Becky as she ran up the stairs. As the groom assisted her onto Molly, Hugh remarked, “A woman of her word. I’m impressed. So little time to create a goddess.”
 
   “Flowery compliments were not part of our agreement, Your Grace.” Trying to ignore the warm pleasure his compliment produced, she took up the reins.
 
   “Hugh,” he reminded her.
 
   “Hugh,” she amended. He had been Hugh in her thoughts for weeks, and her enjoyment at speaking his name far outweighed her uneasiness.
 
   Hugh laughed. “Fuller, am I not known for my charm?”
 
   Fuller grinned, as he dropped back to a respectful distance behind them.
 
   Viola could well believe it. Handsome, charismatic, rich, a charmed life, and yet more than once she’d caught a glimpse of melancholy in his eyes. It was as appealing as it was inexplicable.
 
   “Of that I have no doubt.”
 
   He gave her a direct look. “I shall adhere to the strictures of propriety, have no fear.”
 
   “I know it. I was merely teasing.”
 
   He must never know how she yearned for just the opposite, his arms holding her as he had done that day by the water, but this time with the touch of his lips on hers. She looked away in case he read her need on her face.
 
   “You should never tease,” he said. “It is far too devastating for an ordinary mortal to bear.”
 
   She loved the laughter, which imbued his deep voice, but this talk must be discouraged. “You seem not to have learned your lesson, sir. I fear you are of a hopeless disposition.”
 
   “I don’t doubt it. Perhaps your wise council might improve me.”
 
   Viola suppressed a smile. “A hopeless case.”
 
   Their mounts separated to negotiate a rough piece of ground and when he led his horse back to her side, he said, “On this last trip to London, I had plans drawn up to irrigate.”
 
   “Irrigate?”
 
   “Irrigation is a means of directing water from one place to another, by the use of ditches. I intend to redirect river water to crops, and drain it away from the ground around the cottages. I also plan to install water pumps to each cottage.”
 
   They stopped at the top of the hill and looked down on the tiny farmhouses on the far side of the river. Fields of wheat formed kaleidoscope shapes in the shifting breeze.
 
   Hugh pointed to an area of lush green pastureland. “There are floods every year, which cut off the only road into the valley.”
 
   They rode down the hill, and reined in at the bottom.
 
   It was a very different world on this side of the hill. Oaks and chestnuts stood in the cleared fields, their spreading branches a shelter for spring lambs. Crossing a bridge, they walked their horses along the riverbank. Ahead, a group of children tossed stones into the fast flowing water. They stopped to watch as Viola and Hugh rode up.
 
   The tallest, a barefoot, shaggy-headed boy, ran up to Hugh.
 
   “It’s the Dook, it’s the Dook!” he cried. The rest held back shyly.
 
   Hugh dismounted, took a pile of sweetmeats from his pocket, and tossed them to him.
 
   “Share them.”
 
   The boy passed them round, handing one to a very young child, surely not more than three years old. A riot of red curls framed her heart-shaped face. Viola dismounted and squatted down beside her. The child’s big green eyes stared at her. Viola felt sure she had never seen such a lovely waif. “Why, you look like an angel,” she said. She picked the little girl up and sat her on her hip. “I’m Viola. What’s your name?”
 
   “Hetty,” the child said. She reached up with a grubby finger and touched the feather on Viola’s hat. “Pretty.”
 
   Hugh came up to them. “A woman is never too young to appreciate a hat.”
 
   “But you should not play near the river, Hetty,” said Viola. “Why don’t you come with us?”
 
   Viola stood the child on her feet and took her grubby little hand in her gloved one. Hugh walked with the horses as they strolled towards a small cottage with a thatched roof. An attempt had been made to grow flowers each side of the path, but most had died in the sour smelling, mossy soil.
 
   Inside the cottage was cold and damp, with only a few pieces of furniture: a table, two chairs and a sideboard stacked with neat rows of chipped and cracked china. Mattresses stuffed with straw hung over the edge of the loft.
 
   A woman nursing a baby was propped on similar bedding beside the fire. Coughing, she made to rise, but Hugh motioned for her to remain where she was. “Hullo, Mary,” he said. “This is Miss Viola. Where is your husband working today?”
 
   “Henry is out planting in the far north field, Your Grace,” she said, adjusting her clothing. Mary’s thin face and mousy hair streaked with grey escaping from her cap made her appear older than she could be. “Hetty,” she cried, catching sight of the little girl. “I told you not to go off with t’others. Get yerself in here.”
 
   “How is your baby?” Viola asked, bending down to her.
 
   “She’s not been well, Miss.” Mary looked ill too. Limp and exhausted, there were deep purple shadows like bruises beneath her eyes.
 
   “What is her name?”
 
   “Annie, Miss.”
 
   Viola squatted down. “May I hold her?”
 
   Mary placed the baby in Viola’s arms. Annie mewed like a weak kitten. Viola placed her hand on her forehead. It was alarmingly hot. Viola handed the baby back to her. She turned to Hugh. “May I speak to you outside, Your Grace? That baby is very ill,” she said, aware that her disappointment and distress showed on her face. “Cannot more be done to help her?”
 
   “I have every intention of it,” Hugh said coolly. His expression made her quake, but she stood her ground.
 
   “If something isn’t done now, Mary and Annie might die. You said yourself that many do.”
 
   “And I explained to you that changes were being made. Rest assured it shall be dealt with.” He spun on his heel and re-entered the cottage.
 
   Biting her lip, Viola followed.
 
   “My groom and I will go in search of the doctor, Mary,” he said. “We’ll have him here this afternoon. You are not to worry about the cost.”
 
   “We can’t afford it,” the woman said in an anguished tone.
 
   “You mustn’t worry,” Hugh said. “Any expense will be taken care of.”
 
   “Mary, I could take Annie back with me after the doctor has seen her,” Viola said. “Nanny and I will take good care of her.”
 
   “How do you feel about Miss Viola caring for your baby until you are both a little better?” Hugh asked.
 
   The woman’s eyes widened in alarm, face ghostly pale, beads of perspiration on her brow. She shook her head. “Oh, I couldn’t have that. Annie’s still at the breast.”
 
   “Then I shall stay here and help you while the duke goes for the doctor.” Viola removed her hat. Before she put it down, she plucked the feather from it and gave it to Hetty, who accepted the pretty gift with a shy grin.
 
   Promising Mary he’d be back soon, Hugh bowed formally to Viola before riding off.
 
   Breathless, but still defiant, Viola tied a cloth she found around her waist. She gave the fire a prod.
 
   “We have tea,” Mary said proudly. “I wanted to offer the duke some. It’s in that box on the dresser.”
 
   Viola took down the cups.
 
   Once made, she took Annie from Mary’s arms. She placed a cool cloth on the baby’s forehead, dampened from a jug of water on the dresser and rocked her while Mary drank her tea.
 
   “Lie down and rest, Mary.”
 
   Mary lay back with Annie suckling feebly at her breast.
 
   When Mary closed her eyes, Viola was pleased to see she’d gained her trust. She folded back her sleeves and looked around.
 
   There was more she could do.
 
   ****
 
   As he rode for the doctor, Hugh couldn’t forget Viola’s quiet fury. He wasn’t used to being found at fault, and it did not sit well with him. But the image of the woman in such straightened circumstances returned to him and he had to admit that Viola was right, these people needed far more of his help than just draining the waterlogged lands and keeping up their supply of coal and their roofs from leaking. He had instructed his agent to keep an eye on things while he was in London, but the responsibility remained squarely on his shoulders. Those houses needed to be rebuilt, and would be forthwith. When he realized his anger was the result of shame, he’d nearly pulled his horse up short. The expression in Viola’s eyes—disappointment—stayed with him still.
 
   He had planned to put his proposal to her having failed when they were by the lake. He cursed, fervently glad he hadn’t.
 
   Hugh returned several hours later with Matthew Gayle, to find Viola beating the bedding, which had been airing in the sun.
 
   A tasty aroma greeted him at the door. She had made a pie with the blackberries the children had picked. The floor was swept, and the children, with pink, scrubbed faces, sat at the table eating soup.
 
   Matthew examined mother and baby. “The baby has a fever. It’s not good,” he told them out of Mary’s earshot. “It could be lung disease. Let us hope not. They go quickly if that is the case. Mary is quite sick too. I have given them medicine and I’ll come again tomorrow.”
 
   Hugh avoided looking at Viola. “I’ll account for any costs,” he said. “Whatever is needed, Matthew.”
 
   ****
 
   It was growing dark when they rode up to Nanny’s cottage.
 
   They had hardly spoken since leaving the valley. Viola’s concern for those poor people had not abated, but she regretted her temper. Hadn’t Hugh explained his plans to her? She could think of nothing to say to put it to rights and was still attempting to form a conciliatory sentence when Hugh uttered a curt good evening and rode off.
 
   Nanny was in the kitchen. “Where on earth have you been?” she asked, as Viola came in dirty and tired. “And what’s happened to your lovely hat?”
 
   “Oh, Nanny,” said Viola, wiping tears from her eyes, “I’ve been trying to help a family in the valley, but there’s so little I could do for them.”
 
   She went on to tell Nanny about the events of the day. “And I was rude to the duke. I’m sure he didn’t deserve it.”
 
   “Vale Park needs a duchess who will take an interest in such things,” said Nanny, “There’s nothing like a woman’s touch. Hopefully, there soon will be. You’ve dealt with the problem well by the sounds of it. Now don’t you go getting yourself too upset. Tomorrow, we’ll take the cart and visit them. I’ll pack one of my chicken pies and preserves from the larder.”
 
   “Could we?” Viola asked, feeling better. “I seldom go anywhere to wear the glass beads you gave me. Would you mind if I gave them to Mary? And perhaps some pencils and brown paper for the children to draw on?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
   On the evening of the ball, Nanny clapped her hands, declaring Viola looked ‘a vision’. Madame Sophie had fashioned the white embroidered-silk gown cleverly to show off Viola’s figure. Becky had dressed her hair in a simple up-swept style bound with white ribbon. Nanny’s pearls, a present from the family years ago, graced her throat and ears after Nanny explained that they would not sit well on the high neck of her dress.
 
   A footman delivered a bouquet for them both along with the barouche to take them to the house. Viola was surprised and touched by the simple beauty of her small posy of violets, tied with green ribbon. Had Hugh forgiven her outburst? She breathed in their sweet perfume, warm with pleasure, even though it was most unwise of him.
 
   Nanny’s posy was of breathtaking deep pink roses.
 
   The barouche pulled up in front of the house just as another grand vehicle circled the driveway. Viola had seen the same carriage here some weeks ago. As she climbed the steps to the door with Nanny, three occupants alighted from the carriage, a couple and their daughter.
 
   Viola squared her shoulders. Whatever happened this night, she would not allow it to hurt her. The young woman hurried to join them in the receiving line of the vast entrance hall, as the footmen took their cloaks.
 
   Porter announced them, and Viola walked with Nanny into the golden light of a hundred candles. A babble of bright voices rose from the milling crowd.
 
   The young lady’s pansy-brown eyes sparkled. “We have not been introduced, but I believe I can guess who you are. You are our mysterious ‘Miss Viola’.” Her glossy dark ringlets danced, caught up with a wreath of white flowers, a perfect frame for her pretty, elfin face. Her gown embroidered with rosebuds, was fashionably short, revealing her dainty ankles and beaded slippers.
 
   Viola took the small, gloved hand she extended, uncomfortable at being the subject of gossip. “I am. Forgive me; I cannot guess who you are quite as accurately.”
 
   “Lady Felicity, of course,” she replied, looking surprised.
 
   “Has not Hugh told you about me?”
 
   “His Grace and I are not on close terms. He has been kind in allowing me to stay with Nanny Bryant, after I lost my memory in an accident.”
 
   “So it is not a fudge, then?” Felicity gave a tinkling laugh, covering her mouth with her gloved fingers. “I’m sorry, but servants prattle on so. There are no secrets here. Only the constant battle between what the servants can tell you and what you don’t wish the servants to find out!”
 
   Viola couldn’t help laughing.
 
   “You really have lost your memory?” Felicity asked, without a trace of concern. “How exciting!”
 
   Viola wished she could feel as lighthearted, but how could this girl or the duchess understand how it felt to be alone in the world?
 
   Ahead of them, Hugh greeted the guests with the Duke and Duchess of Whitcombe standing beside him.
 
   Felicity walked with her, while they slowly advanced down the line. “Hugh explained your presence here, but I must say he failed to mention how pretty you are.”
 
   There seemed no trace of jealousy behind the young woman’s words. And why would she be? Felicity was enchanting, used to getting everything in life she wanted, and must be very confident of Hugh’s love.
 
   Viola murmured her thanks at the compliment. She moved forward. Nanny chatted as the duchess bowed her head, the dyed ostrich feathers on her silk turban nodding. What an odd couple they made. Nanny, in her old-fashioned dress, looked like a small russet pullet; the Duchess of Whitcombe towering above her in multi-colored silks reminded Viola of the peacock in the gardens.
 
   Viola was startled to find herself at Hugh’s side where Lady Felicity had claimed his attention. Viola waited her turn, unsure of her welcome.
 
   “Well, Felicity, what escapades have you led your long-suffering parents on since I left you in London?” Hugh asked.
 
   Felicity gazed up at him, her affection softening her eyes. She pouted and rapped him on the arm with her fan. “La, I love London. The theatre, the opera, Carlton House, and all the routs and balls and dances. I’ve been conducting myself in a most becoming manner, Hugh. You’d have been so proud of me. I’ve toured the museums and art galleries with the tedious Mrs. Pike, whom Mamma employed to improve my mind, and I’ve viewed all the exhibitions. Roman, Greek, and Egyptian. I must say I found most of it rather dull, although Mrs. Pike was in whoops. I am now exceedingly cultivated. I shall not need to visit another exhibit for a very long time!”
 
   Hugh laughed. “You are a most ungrateful young lady. I feel very sorry for Mrs. Pike, whoever she may be. Her lot is a sorry one indeed.”
 
   Hugh turned to her and bowed. “Allow me to introduce you to Miss Viola.”
 
   Felicity smiled. “We have already introduced ourselves, have we not, Miss Viola?”
 
   At that moment, a young man came to beg for the first dance, and Felicity turned to the card at her wrist to fill in his name.
 
   Viola’s fears eased. Even though they had not parted on friendly terms, Hugh was ever the gentleman. He smiled his easy, slightly teasing smile that made her breath catch in her throat and her heart beat too fast. It was annoying; she had no business feeling this way.
 
   “It’s good of you to come tonight. My compliments to Madame Sophie. That gown is perfection.”
 
   He looked devastatingly handsome. His black tailcoat, trousers and white waistcoat embroidered with silver thread were the height of elegance. A diamond cravat pin nestled in the silky folds at his neck. “This is an opportunity to meet someone who might recognize you.”
 
   Viola bit her lip. “I am grateful for the opportunity, Your Grace.”
 
   His gaze roamed her face, as if judging the truth of this declaration. “I wonder if you are.” No doubt, her fear was writ large for him to see. “Viola…,” he began, but the moment was lost with the return of the irrepressible Felicity.
 
   “Pon rep! Miss Viola looks lovely, does she not, Hugh?” Felicity dimpled up at him. She was impossibly bewitching.
 
   Hugh’s gaze rested on Felicity. “As do you, my lady. Quite the two most fetching young ladies at the ball. Will you promise me the first waltz of the evening, Felicity? Now that most of London has repaired to the country, we have a large gathering tonight. I see there are many beaus clamoring to fill your card.”
 
   Felicity smiled. “I kept a waltz for you.”
 
   “Allow me to escort you into supper later,” he said. “I want to present Miss Viola to some of my other guests.”
 
   Viola blanched. Was she to suffer the cut direct so early in the evening? Hugh tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow and led her straight to his sister where she sat with her husband and Nanny. He organized a glass of ratafia for her, and left them.
 
   Viola disliked coming under the duchess’ scrutiny once more, but perhaps it was safer than facing someone new.
 
   The duchess leaned in her direction, discreetly inquiring of any change in her circumstances. When Viola answered in the negative, the duchess responded by inviting her to afternoon tea the following afternoon, saying she had an idea that may prove helpful. A way to remove her from Vale Park, no doubt. A governess position perhaps, someone Her Grace knew.
 
   Disheartened that such a prospect didn’t improve her mood, Viola sipped her drink, watching the dancers filling sets for a quadrille. She would not dance; it would only make her more visible. The ballroom was very crowded, but some guests did stare at her with curiosity, no doubt wondering who she was.
 
   After sitting out two more dances, Hugh came to her side with two of his friends in tow. The elegant young men bowed, and requested a dance. Hugh implored her to accept, as they were ne’er-do-wells that few young ladies would take pity on. So obviously untrue it drew a laugh from those around them. To refuse now would make Viola stand out even more. She accepted Lord Hampton who boldly stated that his more advanced age—which couldn’t have been much above two-and-twenty, was two years senior to Mr. Fairford, and gave him a superior claim.
 
   Viola then danced every dance, pleased to discover the country-dances and the quadrille’s intricate steps came to her from somewhere in her memory. She’d cast off her concerns and was quite enjoying herself, but took an instant dislike to Mr. Harrington who studied her as one might a painting or a statue.
 
   After he made several unkind comments about a lady in purple and a plump gentleman in satin knee breeches, she was relieved when the dance ended.
 
   Although the prospect of waltzing greatly appealed, she would declare a blister on her heel if she were asked. When the orchestra struck up in waltz-time, Hugh partnered Felicity. What an attractive couple they made, laughing together with the ease of long friendship. As she expected, he was an accomplished dancer, and Felicity graceful in his arms. When the dance ended, a young man immediately claimed Felicity for the next. Hugh, who had not approached her all evening, made his way to her side. She tensed, wishing he wouldn’t, for she was alone. Nanny was visiting the ladies’ retiring room.
 
   “You are enjoying the evening?” he asked. She fiddled with her fan, finding it hard to meet his gaze.
 
   “Prodigiously, thank you.”
 
   She peeked at him and was surprised to find amusement in his eyes. Was she so easy to read?
 
   “Not too hot? Shall I fetch you a cool glass of lemonade?”
 
   “Oh, no.” She held up her hands and laughed.
 
   “Lord Hampton and Mr. Fairford have been most attentive.”
 
   He took the chair beside her. Viola was immediately aware of the murmuring behind fans, and the glances settling on her around the ballroom. Her chin trembled as she fought to appear unconcerned.
 
   If Hugh was aware of it, he chose to ignore it. “I gather no one has recognized you. Nothing jogs your memory?”
 
   “I’m afraid not.”
 
   “Matthew tells me Mary Rigby's baby is much improved.”
 
   Viola bit her lip. The angry words she’d spoken made her rigid with mortification. “Your Grace,” she began, “I must apologize...”
 
   “If it’s about Mary and the baby, then please don’t.”
 
   “But I feel I must. I was unfair.”
 
   “No. I was remiss. You and Nanny visit them often I’m informed. I plead the ignorance of a man. We are not blessed with womanly ways which are needed in matters such as this.” The music died away and couples left the floor. “The next waltz is mine,” Hugh said. Something she saw in his eyes made her refusal die on her lips. Still, she tried to make him see sense.
 
   “If I dance with you everyone shall remark on it. Might that not upset Lady Felicity?”
 
   He frowned. Was it indiscreet of her to mention his coming nuptials? “Nonsense. One dance is perfectly proper. Lady Felicity has had many partners tonight, as have I. One does at these affairs. Perhaps you’ve not been much in society.”
 
   He was cross with her. 
 
   “I have no idea whether I have or not,” she said.
 
   “Of course, I’m sorry.”
 
   But the waltz was so intimate a dance. “Your Grace,” she murmured, appealing to him with her eyes. “Not the waltz. A country dance or a quadrille, I beg you.”
 
   He shook his head with a smile. She did sound prim. She doubted she’d ever been prim, although she wasn’t entirely sure.
 
   She wanted very much to dance with him. Should she grasp the moment? The chance was unlikely to come again.
 
   The musicians struck the first notes. Hugh rose and held out his hand to her. She took a deep breath and allowed him to lead her onto the floor.
 
   When he placed an arm around her waist, it felt like everyone’s gaze in the ballroom burned into her back.
 
   “I was right about the violets,” he said, his voice a bare whisper above the music. Her pulse raced as she breathed in his sandalwood soap, his big hand held hers, the other warm against the small of her back. 
 
   “The violets?” she repeated, her attention on quelling her trembling, certain he would notice.
 
   “The nosegay matches your eyes.”
 
   It was a reckless, flirtatious comment. She refused to acknowledge it, instead, searched the faces of the couples dancing near them. What if he were overheard? She wanted to scold him, but when she did look up, the light smoldering in his brown eyes drove the impulse from her and flooded her body with warmth.
 
   She refused to look into his eyes again, and focused on his strong chin. They glided around the floor, and miraculously, her nervousness fell away, to be replaced by a sense of elation. She learned something more about herself. She loved to dance. As the uplifting music flowed over her, she found her rhythm; his legs brushed her skirts as he turned her. Over his shoulder, their reflections swirled in the gilt mirrors around the walls. Hugh led and she followed. Their images seemed to blur into one. 
 
   They whirled around until her breath came in gasps more from exhilaration than exertion. When she finally allowed herself a peep at him, his gaze held hers. She couldn’t read his expression, or perhaps she was afraid to, so she closed her eyes, feeling as if she could float away from her earth-bound worries, to some magical place where nothing mattered.
 
   The dance concluded, the intimacy she sensed between them vanished. His formal self again, Hugh escorted her back to her chair, bowed and left her. 
 
   Feeling brittle, Viola smiled at Nanny as if she hadn’t a care in the world. What was the good of wanting what she could never have? It was foolish, and her inability to prevent her feelings for this man consuming her waking hours made her angry with herself.
 
   Felicity had placed her gloved hand on Hugh’s arm and walked with him into the supper room.
 
   Lord Hampton bowed at her side. “Allow me to escort you into supper.” Viola rose and took his arm, but her mind remained on the couple ahead. Surely, their engagement would soon be announced, for she knew of no reason to delay it. And once it was, she must leave.
 
   ****
 
   Long past midnight, the musicians played their last piece. Hugh stood watching the couples on the floor. Viola danced with Freddie Hampton, laughing at a comment he made. Young pup!
 
   Hampton was getting a little too familiar, but there was no harm in him, and Viola handled him well.
 
   Douglas Harrington came to stand beside him, leaning against the doorway. Hugh had an easy friendship with Douglas that began at Oxford. Douglas was similar in height to himself, his hair sandy his hazel eyes sharp, with a sardonic expression. Known for his biting wit, Douglas’ speech was often laden with a heavy dose of sarcasm, designed to wound any hapless person who annoyed him. He did it with flair that few could match, which made him a favorite of the prince regent.
 
   Douglas’ eyes rested on Viola. “She’s a fine looking filly, is she not? She has an air of innocence, but there is something intriguing beneath the surface. I’d like to discover more. She has a lovely mouth. I’m tempted to pursue her.”
 
   “To become a tenant for life?” Hugh asked his shoulders tense.
 
   Douglas’ sandy brows rose. “Are you mad, Vale? You know Father would never allow it. He’d disinherit me. We must marry our kind. It’s written in our blood!” He turned back to the dance floor. “Still, she’s in a vulnerable position, isn’t she? I could help her with that.”
 
   “You do and I’ll have you out!” Hugh’s fiery reaction surprised them both.
 
   “What! Pistols at dawn?” Douglas laughed good-naturedly.
 
   He unfolded his arms and clapped Hugh on the back. “Oh, I see where the land lies. You want her for yourself. Be careful. She might get under your skin. She’s that kind of woman.”
 
   “She’s certainly not a woman to be trifled with while under my protection, Douglas.”
 
   He shrugged. “Pity.”
 
   “I must ask you not to mention Viola’s presence at Vale Park to the prince’s set. Not until we unravel the mystery that brought her here.”
 
   “I shouldn’t worry, unless Prinny sets eyes on her. He has a fondness for buxom…” He paused at Hugh’s scowl and yawned behind a hand. “I’m devilishly tired. Ended up trolling the gambling hells last night and didn’t retire until dawn—then the trip down. I’m for bed. I want my aim to be in tomorrow.” He went to leave and then turned.
 
   “Is Miss Viola’s chamber amongst the guests or in the servant’s wing?”
 
   “None of your business. And she is amply chaperoned.”
 
   “Ah.” He grinned. “See you in the morning.”
 
   “And please leave my maids unmolested.”
 
   Douglas took his leave of the room, bending to kiss a few ladies’ hands before departing. Perhaps one of them would provide him with company for what was left of the night. 
 
   Hugh flinched. Douglas’ remarks had struck too close to the bone. Hugh had toyed with the idea of offering Viola a carte blanche. It had seemed the perfect solution for her, and, he couldn’t deny it, him as well. He had thought to set her up in her own cozy establishment. She would want for nothing, and there seemed to be little to prevent it now that he had parted company from Aurelia. 
 
   Amply rewarded with a fine parure of emeralds, she now sought solace in the arms of Quincy Bartwell.
 
   Even though it went against the grain, such an arrangement with Viola would suit him once he’d married. He needed passion in his life, damn it! He’d intended to raise the matter with Viola when he sought her company by the river, but it hadn’t seemed to be the right moment. Then again, when they visited the tenant farmers, but seeing how compassionate and caring she was, helping others in a way he’d never thought to do, his words had dried up in his throat.
 
   Viola was far above the role of a mistress. She deserved so much more. More than he could ever offer her. He remembered her flash of anger that day. One more thing he had learned about her. She loved to dance.
 
   Douglas had understood she was a woman who would provoke strong passions. Passion was something Hugh had been resigned to do without in his marriage. The habit of the ton to marry well and seek love elsewhere must be his chosen course, although the arrangement had never really appealed to him. His parents loved one another deeply until death parted them. Surely, they would have wanted the same for their son, yet they had tied him to a life he didn’t want. Would they still if they lived? As he asked himself this question, he knew, in his heart, the answer.
 
   Their fervent wish was for him to carry out the plans they had made for him. Hadn’t he accepted this long ago? Why then, did he feel so hollow?
 
   Hugh went to say goodbye to his guests. Viola’s plight was a sorry one, indeed. The ton was very unforgiving if one flouted Society’s conventions.
 
   A horrible thought struck him. Was he being helpful to Viola, or did he condemn her by his inability to leave her alone?
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
   Viola sat with Hugh’s sister over a tea tray in a smaller and more intimate parlor furnished in rich cream and burgundy tones. The duchess outlined the plan she had devised, as she poured from a silver teapot.
 
   Viola sat agape as her intention became clear. She planned to take Viola home with her to introduce her to Bath Society.
 
   “Bath attracts people from all over the country,” she said.
 
   “We shall have to avoid any smidgen of gossip arising. Therefore, you shall be a distant cousin from out of town. You have been unwell and are visiting to take the waters.”
 
   Her head reeled. Was this the duchess’s way of parting her from her brother? It was far more generous than she expected. She clasped her hands together, not wishing to appear ungrateful.
 
   “Your Grace, this is too good of you. But I must refuse. To put yourself in such a position!”
 
   The duchess evidently believed all difficulties would disappear with a wave of her hand.
 
   “Pish, I can do as I wish. And I wish to do this!”
 
   Viola swallowed the anxious lump in her throat and fought to discover another way to deter the duchess, who appeared to be set on this course of action. Such a deception would prove a nightmare. 
 
   “I’ve no clothes suitable for such a ruse,” she said lamely.
 
   This problem also disappeared with another swish of the duchess’s hand. “I have so many outfits I shall never wear again, and several I have never worn, for some reason or the other. Stand up for me and turn around.”
 
   When Viola obeyed, she said, “You and I are similar in build; I am a trifle taller and thinner, perhaps. My dressmaker may have to make alterations. It’s of no consequence. We shall see to all of that presently.” She motioned for her to sit. “Your feet and hands appear smaller than mine. We’ll need to purchase shoes and other items, but this is a mere trifle.”
 
   Viola drew in an anguished breath. “Your Grace, this is extraordinarily kind. But it cannot happen. I feel it would be putting you to far too much trouble and expense. I don’t know if I shall ever be able to repay you.”
 
   “Nonsense, Viola. These clothes will only be sent to a street buyer if Burns doesn’t want them.”
 
   Viola’s heart sank further at the thought of depriving the maid of the duchess’s clothing. “Oh but I couldn’t do that to your maid.”
 
   The duchess seized her hands in a strong grip, and gave them a shake. “Pish. Burns does very well from my cast-offs. She has more than she will ever need. And what social occasions might she attend to wear them? Whereas you—”
 
   “I do appreciate your offer, but couldn’t I stay quietly here with Nanny until I can find suitable employment?”
 
   “As a governess?”
 
   “Yes, Your Grace.” Viola hoped an offer of a reference might result from this extraordinary conversation.
 
   “Oh, no, my dear.” Hugh’s sister shook her head. “Viola, I am of a passionate nature. ’Tis true, I take some people in strong dislike, but I take to others immediately. My dear husband tells me I lack logic. While I am sure his opinion is sound, I do have good instinct. You have come to us with no history with which we may judge you, so it is purely instinct that makes me feel you are a person worthy of my help. 
 
   Nay, more than instinct perhaps, logic too, for your knowledge and manner are such that we must believe some accident has befallen you and removed you from your proper place. If I can assist you to find your way back then I feel compelled to try. How could I not in this cruel world in which we live?” She patted Viola’s hand. “Would you not do the same if our positions were reversed?”
 
   Viola suppressed a smile at the thought of the duchess cut adrift from the small army of people who cared for her. “Indeed, I would, Your Grace.”
 
   The duchess went on, her voice taking on a confessional tone, which surprised Viola even more. “Truth to tell, I want to help you because I shall enjoy it. It is not without a grain of selfishness on my part. My life is remarkably good, but carefully planned since the day I was born. It’s the same for my brother, but men are allowed so much more freedom. They have their dalliances, do they not?” She winked at Viola in a way that would scandalize most ladies in Society. “I too have an adventurous spirit, so I find it unfair that ladies are so restricted. I’ll enjoy the company of a woman who shares my interests. Think of the fun we shall have setting Bath society on its ear.” She laughed mischievously and stood, sweeping Viola with her out of the salon. “Come, we must start immediately! I have had some gowns laid out that will be more than suitable.”
 
   Clarissa was such a force, Viola felt completely unequal to further argument. 
 
   “I am overwhelmed by your generosity, Your Grace,” she murmured.
 
   Her Grace clapped her hands together. “It will be such fun to dress you!”
 
   Viola’s head ached when she was at last able to leave Clarissa's suite some hours later. The duchess’s deft needlewoman had thrown one magnificent Parisian gown after another over her head, expertly pinning them—taking them in a little here and there, easing them over the bosom, and pinning up the hems. She and the duchess had studied each one, discarding those they thought unsuitable to a young woman of Viola’s coloring. The remainder brought about a serious discussion on accessories, before whisking the glorious pile away for alteration.
 
   Viola was pleased most of all when Clarissa decided Nanny was to accompany them in the role of Viola’s companion.
 
   This decision, coming as it did rather late in the proceedings, made Nanny quake. She was excited that her sedate life was to be turned upside down, but neither did she have a stitch to wear. Unfortunately, the duchess didn’t see the need to provide Nanny with new clothing. Viola helped her as much as she could. This meant revisiting the trunks in the attic, dragging out much worn and discarded, outmoded gowns.
 
   With swift, nimble fingers they cut, re-stitched, added lace here, braid there, to hide old tears and stains. Finally, exhausted, Becky crisped and straightened them all with the flat iron.
 
   Several outfits had been created, not stylish, perhaps, but more than acceptable. Nanny was thrilled when Viola altered two of her ancient bonnets with artificial flowers and ribbons Madame Sophie had contributed.
 
   This filled the last of their days at Vale Park. They were exhausted, but prepared when the day the barouche arrived to take them along with trunks and bandboxes to the house. Nanny was resplendent in her updated gown of grey silk and bonnet trimmed with pink roses. Viola had chosen a white crepe frock with a primrose satin body and deep yellow spencer. A yellow straw bonnet, dressed with spring flowers completed the ensemble.
 
   Busy as they had been, Viola hadn’t seen Hugh for days.
 
   She smiled shyly as he put out a hand to aid her descent from the barouche.
 
   Elegant in an olive green carriage dress with a matching muff, the duchess and her maid emerged from the house. Might she be annoyed that Hugh had decided to accompany them?
 
   “Am I not an artist, Hugh?” she asked him, her eyes shrewd. “Have I not produced perfection in Miss Viola?”
 
   Aware that they both would be constantly tested, Viola’s cheeks heated when he looked at her, but he merely said, “You’ve done well, Clarissa. Miss Viola looks charming.” Then he turned away and called to Porter, who was organizing the footmen placing bandboxes on the roof. “Make sure those are well tied on, Porter. There’ll be trouble if we arrive without the ladies’ furbelows.”
 
   Viola’s spirits lowered. A swift surge of annoyance followed. What a fool she was to dress for his approval when there was no hope of him returning her affection. She followed Clarissa into the carriage.
 
   The small procession set off. The duke and the menservants led the way in Hugh’s carriage. Hugh rode alongside them on his fine stallion. The duchess, her maid, Viola, and Nanny traveled in the Whitcombe’s carriage while a further vehicle brought up the rear with the footmen, piled high with trunks and bandboxes.
 
   Her Grace had called her dog Ulysses. A most unsuitable choice, for Homer’s Ulysses was noted for his bravery and adventurous spirit. Nothing of the sort could be found in this fractious animal. He was alarmingly timid, jerked at any sudden sound or movement, and panted almost non-stop, filling the coach with his doggy breath. Her Grace didn’t seem to mind, lavishing tender love upon him. He hardly left her knee and she admitted the dog spent every night in her chamber on a satin pillow.
 
   Viola liked animals, but try as she might, she could not muster any real affection for Ulysses. For Her Grace’s sake, she attempted to befriend him, suspecting he was a substitute baby for his mistress.
 
   She made a promise that she would take him for long walks around the grounds each day when they arrived, and perhaps that would improve his disposition.
 
   When Her Grace was not attending to the needs of Ulysses, they discussed the works of Wordsworth and the thrilling Lord Byron. Before the journey ended, Viola acquired a new novel, Northanger Abbey. She cherished it, for such a book was like gold.
 
   The weather continued to be sultry, and the coach stuffy. At the Duke of Whitcombe’s insistence, they traveled at a stately pace, which did not suit Viola at all. She had to fight her curiosity and eagerness to see what was around the next bend, but this soon waned as the countryside they passed through took on a sameness as they ambled along.
 
   She caught only brief glimpses of Hugh for she and Nanny shared a room and ate their meals in the inn’s dining room. At their last posting-inn, early in the morning on the day they were expected to arrive at Whitcombe Hall, Viola walked to the landing to wait for Nanny to find her shawl.
 
   Hugh appeared, about to descend the stairs. His shoulders twitched with impatience as he pulled on his gloves.
 
   “Good morning, Miss Viola,” he said. His voice was soft, his eyes warm, but he obviously suffered the same frustration as she.
 
   “Did you sleep well?”
 
   “I did, thank you.” She was greatly relieved this was to be their last stop except to change horses. “Are you enjoying the leisurely trip?” she couldn’t resist asking him.
 
   A wicked gleam of acknowledgement shone in his eyes. “We have a wonderful opportunity to study nature at close range, do we not?” His voice was heavy with irony, but she knew he would go no further to criticize his beloved relatives. Nor would she wish it. “What of you, Viola? Are you looking forward to the journeys end?”
 
   She drew in a deep breath as her stomach tightened. “I’m eager to visit Bath.”
 
   “You’ll find Bath society quite lively.” His eyes searched hers. “My sister is at the center of the Bath social scene. She will keep you too busy to have time for much thought.”
 
   She nodded, reminded of the odd position she was in.
 
   Neither a servant nor a relative nor a guest of equal standing. She had no place. 
 
   “Your family are so generous. I feel quite overwhelmed at times and wonder what I might do to repay it.”
 
   “I shouldn’t worry. My sister has taken to you. You’ve become one of her causes.”
 
   Viola stiffened. “I’d rather take whatever life has in store for me.”
 
   “I did not mean to imply you were a charity case,” he said, taking a step towards her. He stopped with a frown. “You will make a perfect companion for Clarissa. I’m sure that is in her mind.”
 
   “Do you think so?” Relieved, she said, “I shall certainly enjoy her company.”
 
   “We shall all benefit from the charming company you and Nanny will provide us. I look forward to having a chess partner. My sister and her husband don’t play.”
 
   She smiled politely, wondering how long Hugh intended to remain in Bath. Would he leave her there when he returned to Vale Park? 
 
   “I’ve no idea if I can play.”
 
   “I look forward to finding that out,” he said, as Nanny came into view.
 
   “As do I,” Viola said. Hugh bowed to her and Nanny then descended to the floor below. She watched his broad back disappear. And it will prove to be both pleasure and pain, for that is what my life has become.
 
   ****
 
   In the late afternoon, the weary passengers arrived at their destination. Viola caught her breath as the coach turned through the magnificent wrought iron gates of Whitcombe Hall. The excitement was infectious. Ulysses jumped about barking and earned a scold from Clarissa.
 
   They traveled down the carriageway as the grounds of Whitcombe Hall unfolded before them. A team of gardeners removed their hats and slipped discreetly from view, their hard work evident everywhere. Glossy-leafed, clipped yew hedges sheltering statuary, hardly dared show a leaf out of place. It was late in the afternoon and long fingers of shadow crept over the closely scythed lawns, which flowed like an emerald carpet up to the Hall. The duchess related the house’s history as Viola stared out the window awed at its grandeur. It had been built eighty years previously, when the duke’s father gained his peerage for services to the Crown. Six towering Corinthian columns marched across the front entrance of the huge house, dwarfing the two dozen servants waiting to welcome them. Decked out in livery, they formed a colorful line at the top of the steps.
 
   A footman helped Viola down. She stretched her cramped limbs and shook out her skirts, as the Duke of Whitcombe moved in stately procession along the line of servants, like a General inspecting his troops.
 
   They entered the great marble hall where liveried footman escorted Viola and Nanny up the sweeping horseshoe staircase, passing niches along the walls sheltering ancient urns and statuary.
 
   Nanny continued up another flight of stairs to the attic room assigned her. With a guilty rush of pleasure, Viola entered her bedchamber, the walls, bed hangings and curtains were a pale blue Chinoiserie pattern of birds and pink flowering cherry trees.
 
   Her toes sank into the deep Axminster blue carpet. It was so grand it quite robbed her of breath. She peeped through a doorway into a dressing room with a rose damask covered chaise longue, painted screen and a chervil mirror. Despite her anxiety, she was thrilled right through to her toes. She pulled off her hat and soiled gloves, and hurried to a gilt mirror to smooth her hair.
 
   A vase of dewy pink roses sat on a delicate, satinwood table by the window. Viola put her nose to them with a sigh, and gazed at the view.
 
   She looked forward to conquering an impressive maze in the grounds. Beyond its hedges, the parterre gardens stretched out in geometric perfection. A masterpiece of design, but for her it lacked the careless beauty of Vale Park.
 
   A maid knocked at the door, interrupting her thoughts. “I’m Nellie, Miss. I’ve been instructed to direct you to the water closet, and organize your bath.”
 
   “Thank you Nellie.”
 
   Viola returned to find two servants filling a hipbath behind the screen in the dressing room. Thick towels were laid out on the chaise. Nellie pinned up Viola’s hair and helped her undress.
 
   Viola stepped into the fragrant water and lay in the blissful warmth, watching Nellie unpack her trunk. This she did skillfully, gently shaking each gown out of its silver paper, and talking all the while.
 
   “The Prince Regent comes to stay here when he travels to the country, Miss,” she informed Viola while pouring in more hot water. “His Highness—the prince, that is, says it’s one of his favorite places to stay when he’s here to take the waters.”
 
   Viola asked Nellie to lay out an evening gown. The duchess had mentioned dinner guests. After Viola rose from her bath, smelling divine, Nellie helped her into a dressing gown and brushed her hair until it gleamed. Another maid entered and placed a tea tray by the fire. Viola’s apprehension melted away in this cozy room. In her dressing gown, with her hair loose, she sipped the hot tea and bit into a delicious cake. She was curious about Nellie. The maid was pretty, with a fresh complexion, brown hair curling about her small ears.
 
   “How long have you worked here, Nellie?”
 
   “It be nigh on five years now, Miss.”
 
   “Why, you look so young.”
 
   “I be five and ten, miss, last birthday.”
 
   “You have been in service since you were ten?”
 
   “Yes, Miss. I am the eldest of ten children. Me ma is poorly and Her Grace took me in to help out.”
 
   “Your family live here on the estate?”
 
   “Yes, Miss. Pa's a farmer,” Nellie said proudly. “It’s a very small house for the likes of us. I have nine brothers and sisters, five still at home, you see.”
 
   “Yes, I do see, Nellie. Do you like it here?”
 
   Nellie paused in the act of removing a hat from a bandbox.
 
   “It’s better than those new factories. The work is not so hard, and I have a room with only two others to share the bed. I go home one day a week to help Ma.”
 
   How difficult life can be. Viola looked about at her opulent surroundings and the dainty gown laid out in readiness. Was her background similar to Nellie’s? Did she run away to try to better herself? Another thought lodged like a cold shard of panic in Viola’s mind. Could she bear to return to it after this?
 
   Dressed for dinner, Viola fidgeted with her gloves and paced before the mirror. A final glance told her she looked well enough.
 
   She complimented Nellie on her hair arranged in an elaborate twist and secured with a feathered comb. The footman came to take her down to dinner, and clutching a fan of silvered crape of ivory, Viola descended to the drawing room.
 
   She entered the long room, its walls papered in burgundy.
 
   Fractured light from two glass chandeliers embellished the elegant furnishings.
 
   The guests all turned to stare. To her relief, the Duke of Whitcombe came to bend over her hand. Coming home infused him with much needed color.
 
   She detected a twinkle in his weary eyes. “You look very charming tonight, my dear. Come and meet our friends and neighbors.” He offered her his arm, leading her to the nearest guest, a man who stood at their approach.
 
   “I’d like you to meet Mr. Forester. Mr. Forester’s lands adjoin ours on the northern boundary. Miss Edgeworth, a second cousin of my wife’s from the south.”
 
   Viola caught the look of frank appreciation on Mr. Forester’s face as he bowed low. His auburn hair was styled in the Brutus, curling over a broad forehead.
 
   “I hope you will find Bath to your liking, Miss Edgeworth.”
 
   Clear hazel eyes crinkled at the corners in a smile. “I trust you’ll attend the balls and assemblies while you are here? I should be honored if you would save a dance for me?”
 
   “I should be happy to, Mr. Forester, but I’m not staying long in Bath.”
 
   “But you are here to take the waters I believe?
 
   “I am,” Viola affirmed.
 
   “What part of the south do you hail from?”
 
   Although she’d tried to prepare herself, his question caused her to quake. Her mind went blank. She took a deep breath about to embark on the story the duchess had devised.
 
   Fortunately, before it became necessary, Clarissa rescued her. “You have monopolized our guest of honor long enough, Mr. Forester. Come, my dear, Captain and Mrs. Palfrey are waiting to meet you.”
 
   The captain and his wife were short, stout and brown haired, alike as a pair of bookends. They tended to talk over one another in an effort to describe the excellence of Bath society. Clarissa swiftly moved Viola on to meet the last members of the party, Miss Henrietta Campbell, a woman of about thirty, wearing a puce-colored gown that made her look pasty. She was accompanied by her mother, a tiny, feisty lady with a beaky nose.
 
   Viola sat with them, discussing the safer topics of fashion. As they talked, the older woman’s keen eyes scrutinized
 
   Viola. Aware of it, Viola wriggled uncomfortably in her chair.
 
   “Why are you not wed yet, gel?”
 
   Taken aback at the rudeness of such a question, Viola took a moment to reply. “I’ve yet to meet someone I wish to marry, Mrs. Campbell.”
 
   “You must have had many offers made you, Miss Edgeworth. I gather you have enjoyed more than one London Season?”
 
   She took a deep breath. “You are too kind, Ma'am. I’m afraid my health has not permitted my attending a Season.” She felt sure her face was now pale enough to lend some legitimacy to this lie, but was startled when the elderly lady made a loud clucking noise with her tongue.
 
   “Women and the vapors,” Mrs. Campbell said. “I don’t know why it is young women think it’s attractive to appear of such fragile dispositions. I fear they are quite mistaken. Men like their women to be strapping, with good childbearing hips, believe me!”
 
   Her daughter greeted this statement with a nervous titter and there was a pause in conversation from all within earshot.
 
   Apparently used to Mrs. Campbell’s pronouncements, everyone took up the threads of their discussion as if nothing had happened.
 
   Although some years had passed since Napoleon’s banishment to a place called Saint Helena somewhere in the Atlantic, it still got an airing, ending with Captain Palfrey stating emphatically that it was a good place to send all the French, for they were a nation of hot heads. Not at all rational like the English.
 
   “You must take advantage of your youthful beauty while you have it,” Mrs. Campbell urged Viola, refusing to let go of the subject. “Now my Henrietta, here,” she went on. “She hasn’t that luxury. Not born with looks, nor fortune, more’s the pity. But a deal girl for all that.”
 
   Viola stole a glance at Henrietta. To Viola’s surprise, she calmly nodded in agreement. Henrietta had obviously heard these sentiments expressed many times before.
 
   Hugh entered the room, apologizing to the gathering for his tardiness; he had been attending to business in town. He offered Viola his arm to go into dinner. Aware that his business had been for her, she searched his countenance for a promising sign, and with a jolt of despair, found the answer in his slight shake of the his head.
 
   Dinner was an elaborate affair. Footmen hovered, pouring a different wine for each course. Mr. Forester sat on one side of Viola and kept up a lively discussion throughout the meal. He drew her adroitly into conversation with the Captain and Mrs. Palfrey, and Mrs. Campbell, who called for a floral display to be removed to enable her to comment across the table.
 
   Viola learned much of the local gossip. How horrendous it was that Mr. Browning had suffered the apoplexy; and how sad that the Linton’s sixth born had died from the croup. The amount of dishes served was astonishing. As a bisk of pigeons appeared, Mrs. Campbell leant across to her and said encouragingly. “Eat up, gel, it will strengthen you. You could do with a little more meat on your bones.”
 
   The bisk was followed by some kind of fish served with a cream sauce, oysters, and buttered lobster. Next were olives of veal, venison, and lamb cutlets along with asparagus, peas, and other vegetables. After Viola had counted nine courses, she was relieved to find the tenth appeared to be the last as dessert and salad arrived, including a whipt syllabub, a magnificent chocolate cream, jellies, sweetmeats, coffee and walnuts.
 
   By the time the servants removed the dessert plates, Captain Palfrey, an ex-navy man had given a detailed analysis of the dramatic changes this season, registered on his barometer. Viola glimpsed Hugh at the end of the long table, he appeared relaxed and at ease as he laughed at some on-dit his sister related. This is his world. A world she would never be truly part of.
 
   After dinner, the ladies withdrew to the drawing room, leaving the men to their port. Not long afterward, Hugh entered and bowed to the ladies. “If you’ll excuse us I have something to give Cousin Viola. A piece of jewelry I promised to have mended.”
 
   He drew her away to the other end of the room and handed her the locket he had taken to a jeweler in Bath.
 
   “It’s certainly valuable, but repairs to the locket have obliterated the jeweler’s hallmark. There is no way of telling who made it.” 
 
   He must have noticed how disappointed she was, for he gently squeezed her hand as he placed the locket in her palm. Aware eyes were upon them, Viola withdrew her hand quickly.
 
   “We are having very little luck, I grant you, but please do not despair,” he said. “When you attend the assembly in Bath tomorrow, your appearance may draw some response.”
 
   “I do hope so,” she said, sighing. She turned the locket over, tracing the engraving on the back, wishing for some sign to come to her. But it just filled her with dread.
 
   She glanced up at him from under her lashes to find him watching her with a pensive expression.
 
   “That color well becomes you,” he murmured.
 
   Viola smoothed the pale lemon silk extravagantly decorated with seed pearls. 
 
   “Thank you, Your Grace.” She wanted to ask him what would happen if no one in Bath recognized her, but knew he had no answer.
 
   “May I join you?” They had not noticed Mr. Forester’s approach until he stood beside them.
 
   Hugh rose to his feet. “Please do, Jeremy.” Hugh explained how he’d had the catch on the locket fixed for Viola, and quizzed him about Bath and the interesting places Viola might visit there.
 
   He bowed and left them and Viola’s moment with him was over.
 
   The evening was pleasantly spent playing piquet and backgammon. When Viola retired to her room, she dismissed the sleepy maid and insisted she was not to wait up for her again.
 
   She was used to managing on her own. It appeared that because the duke and duchess carried such weight in Bath Society she had been accepted without question. She tried to summon enthusiasm for tomorrow’s sojourn to the Pump Room, where she would meet many people. But the prospect made her tremble.
 
   Viola’s heartbeat thudded in her throat. She swallowed, straightened her shoulders and walked with the duchess into the elegantly furnished room they called the Pump Room, a gathering place for society in Bath. A lull came in the conversation and a sea of faces paused in the act of taking the waters to stare at her.
 
   She searched each face, with the hope that someone might come forward and claim her, but conversations resumed, a low murmur rising in volume. She heard snatches of conversation—many were discussing her, enquiring as to whom she was.
 
   As before, Clarissa drew an arm through hers and guided her through the throng, pausing to greet many of the people, introducing her as Miss Edgeworth. Viola felt weak with relief, the duchess proved to be a stalwart friend, although why she should be, Viola couldn’t fathom.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
   Hugh admired the way Viola handled herself. It couldn’t be easy for her. Clarissa had taken him aside that morning and told him she expected Viola to make quite an impression.
 
   “She might meet a suitor who will take her as she is, despite everything,” she had said. “I thought of the widower, Mr. Larcham. He has four thousand pounds a year and is in the market for a wife to be a mother to his two children.”
 
   “Clarissa!” Hugh exclaimed, filled with disgust. “He’s got to be close to fifty.”
 
   “Such is the way of the world,” Clarissa said coolly. “A woman on her own must find her way in it.”
 
   “Viola’s a lovely and intelligent young woman. She has been well educated.”
 
   “Intelligence and education are admirable, but they count for little when you are also without family and wealth.” Her brows rose over her perceptive gaze. “It’s awkward, we don’t know if she might have a husband somewhere, although I’ve come to doubt it. A prospective husband would wish a doctor to examine her before he married her.”
 
   “What!”
 
   “Or alternatively,” his sister continued in the same cool tone, “If she went to London, she might become mistress to a powerful man. With her looks and demeanor, royalty is not out of the question. Is that what you would wish for her?”
 
   “It is not.” Hugh clenched his jaw, aware he was being unhelpful. His turbulent emotions made him feel as volatile as a cannon with a lit fuse. A condition he’d thought foreign to his nature. He’d discovered surprising things about himself since Viola came to Vale Park.
 
   “When you took up her cause, I thought it was to find her a safe harbor,” Clarissa said, with a quizzical tilt of her head.
 
   Hugh sighed. “Yes, it was…but it must be right for her.”
 
   She had nodded but said nothing more.
 
   Now he followed his vivacious sister’s path as she guided Viola here and there, engaging her in conversation with everyone she considered important. Clarissa would be aware of the pleasing effect Viola had on the assembled party. A lovely stranger in their midst intrigued them all, but in the end no one came forward with knowledge of her or her family. They would have her company yet awhile, and he admitted he’d grown to enjoy her in his life, but he knew also that the longer it went on, the harder it would be to let her go. 
 
   Hugh cursed under his breath. He agreed with Clarissa, there was an aura of innocence about Viola, as if she’d been kept away from Society, like sleeping beauty. She exhibited a strong sense of values. A comfortable life with a husband of some fifty years and children would be preferable to becoming his mistress. And that was all he could offer her.
 
   ****
 
   Viola had that dream again. The mist had cleared and for a brief moment, she saw the golden-haired man who chased her. His face lay in shadow, but the very thought of him filled her with such misery, her very soul cried out in anguish. She woke in a sweat and left her bed rushing to the window to breathe in the fresh air. The gardens beckoned. She would walk before breakfast. Ulysses would like that. He’d come to expect their walks together and always greeted her with an eager bark.
 
   She walked the grounds with the little dog. The beautiful scene and crisp air revived her, washing away the panic she’d suffered when she woke. The dog seemed to prefer her company to the footman. Perhaps she was more patient with the fractious animal. She wandered over the lawns to a grotto, a romantic arrangement of columns ornamented with creeper. Even here, the ancient ruin was a false concept, but it was pretty. The dog liked to drink from the pool. 
 
   Viola normally liked to be alone with her thoughts, but this morning she was afraid of revisiting the disturbing dream. Ulysses raised its head as the rippled water reflected a figure behind her. Viola turned to find Hugh. He was breathtaking in his form-fitting dark coat, riding breeches hugging his muscled thighs.
 
   He tapped his crop against a glossy boot as his gaze roamed over her. “I’ve seen you walking the dog every morning, long before my sister rises from her bed.”
 
   He should not look at her like that it made her pulse throb and her body warm. She took a deep breath and smiled. 
 
   “The gardens are so lovely and I enjoy an early morning walk.” She patted the dog. “You like it too, don’t you, Ulysses?”
 
   Ulysses responded with a sharp bark.
 
   “A habit acquired at Vale Park, perhaps.”
 
   She wasn’t sure why this sounded so intimate; perhaps it was his husky tone. There was no sign of his groom. They were quite alone and while she relished time in his company, she worried her that this meeting might be misconstrued. That someone would think this an assignation. “Enjoy your ride.”
 
   “I’ll go presently.” Holding his hat in one hand, he ran his fingers through his black hair disordering the thick waves.
 
   “I wish I could ride with you.” Unwise to say it, but the warmth in his eyes made her so.
 
   His eyes brightened. “You can. We’ll take Edward’s groom along.”
 
   So tempting, but unwise. “I’ve promised to go on a carriage ride with your sister. She wishes to show me more of the Bath countryside. We are to take tea with Lady Catskill.”
 
   “Perhaps another time.” He squatted to give Ulysses an indifferent pat. “I miss my dogs.”
 
   “They must miss you too.” Any living creature would miss him!
 
   He straightened and looked at her. “You approve of Whitcombe Park?”
 
   “I do. How could I not?”
 
   He glanced around. “It’s very…ordered, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes.” She was completely in accord with his thinking, it could not be compared with Vale Park, but she was unable to say so.
 
   “A credit to my brother-in-law.”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “Vale Park is wilder. I’ve never sought to tame it.”
 
   “Wild, yes, gloriously so,” she almost whispered. Her glance slid away, unable to bear the look in his eyes, the urge so strong to throw herself against his chest, to press her mouth to his. He stood so tall, like a strong oak, and yet…
 
   “Viola…”
 
   As if he read her thoughts, his eyes went to her mouth and he took a step forward. Ulysses gave a high-pitched bark, perhaps sensing a change in the atmosphere.
 
   “It looks like rain,” she said, glancing skyward, her heart beating madly.
 
   Hugh put on his hat. “I’d better get that ride in before the heavens open.”
 
   “One can never tell what the weather will do,” Viola said, priding herself in her calm tone. “Unless we consult Captain Palfrey’s barometer.”
 
   The smile in his eyes contained a sensual flame. “Indeed.”
 
   He strode away over the grass to the stables. With a soft moan, she watched his tall figure until he disappeared into the trees.
 
   “What am I to do, Ulysses?” she asked the dog. He panted and tugged at the lead. “Let’s continue our walk, what a good idea,” she said. “Walking always clears one’s head.” But what about one’s heart?
 
   ****
 
   Heads swiveled to watch them as Hugh escorted Viola into the ballroom. No surprise, in a gown of golden net over white satin, her pale hair bound with white ribbon she was stunning. His sister’s topaz necklace adorned her slender neck and matching earbobs dressed her ears.
 
   The room was crowded, hot and smoky, a thousand candles burning. Waiters roamed with trays of champagne. Hugh paused to take three flutes, offering one to each lady. “Shall we sit down?”
 
   Clarissa gave him a warning glance. “I wish Viola to meet Lady Perry.”
 
   Clarissa was overcautious. Annoyed, Hugh bowed stiffly and strolled away to speak to friends.
 
   He kept his distance during the evening, as Viola was pursued for every dance. His plan to dance with her had been swiftly dashed when Clarissa warned him not to waltz. It might be all right at Vale Park, she had said, but not here in Bath. It would set the gossips on fire, and already tongues were wagging about his argument with the Prince of Wales. 
 
   Gossip never overly concerned him, but he would take care for Viola’s sake. He partnered her for a long, tedious country-dance and could manage only snatches of conversation, and afterwards devoted his attention to the other women present.
 
   It did not escape his sister that his eyes strayed constantly in Viola’s direction. 
 
   “You may not mind what people say, Hugh, but I do,” she said, glowering at him from behind her fan. “Rumors concerning your association with Princess Caroline have reached Bath, do you know?”
 
   “Have sense, Clarissa, do you really believe such rubbish?”
 
   “Of course I don’t. She’s an awful woman, but there are those inclined to believe anything.”
 
   This had made him smile, for although Clarissa had bowed to convention and married prudently, she lived entirely by her own set of rules. He’d grown used to finding his sister’s dinner guests a stimulating mix from the upper and lower classes. Those whose noses might be out of joint after attending, had the good sense not to complain, for entertaining conversation and superb cuisine was always on offer. If one wanted to stay in touch with Bath society one attended. Clarissa never considered wealth or breeding to be particularly important, if she liked a person that was enough. She was determined to find Viola a suitable husband here in Bath and he had no reason to stand in her way.
 
   Clarissa need not have worried about him, Hugh thought, watching Jeremy Forester act in a surprising and reckless fashion.
 
   Jeremy had already danced with Viola twice and now claimed her for a waltz.
 
   ****
 
   Mr. Forester was not what one would call a natural dancer, but his hands were firm and purposeful as they guided Viola around the floor. When the dance ended, he escorted her to her chair, and rarely strayed far from her side. She relaxed in his company, until he brought up the question of her family again. Suddenly, the room became far too noisy and hot.
 
   “I am an only child,” Viola explained, going on to embellish the story she and Clarissa had created. “My mother is dead. I live just outside a village called Lower Broughton in Devon, with my father.” As her story unfolded, the image of a Tudor house swam into view, adorned with wild, climbing roses and an apple orchard where a horse’s soft nose nudged her hand, begging for a treat.
 
   She tried to speak but the air squeezed out of her lungs. An awful dizziness frightened her until she sank into blessed blackness.
 
   Viola swam into consciousness. Jeremy Forester kneeled beside her, fanning her furiously with a lady’s fan. Hugh suddenly loomed over her. Without a word, he reached down and gathered her up in his arms.
 
   “Miss Edgeworth is recovering from an illness,” Clarissa informed the intrigued crowd, who parted to allow Hugh to carry her out through the door into the cool night air. His deep voice resonated in her ear as he called for the carriage to be brought around immediately.
 
   “I’m sure I can stand,” she said, not sure at all.
 
   Concern darkening his eyes, his arms tightened around her.
 
   “No need for that.”
 
   As he carried her, she gave in and rested her head against his silk waistcoat breathing in his manly smell and feeling safe, if only for a brief moment.
 
   Nanny tucked a travel rug around her and placed a cushion behind her head in the carriage. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I’ve spoilt your evening,” she whispered, looking up at the three concerned faces.
 
   “No, it is I who am sorry, Viola. I expected too much of you,” replied Hugh, looking at Clarissa.
 
   Viola murmured a denial and closed her eyes. As she lay there, she could not ignore the voice in her head: What a problem you are to these kind people. Hugh is merely trying to solve this mystery, to see you back where you belong.
 
   Later, lying in her bed with Nellie attending, Nanny entered with a hot posset to settle her for the night. At the sight of her, tears flooded Viola’s cheeks. She brushed them away with a shaky finger, ashamed of her weakness.
 
   “Now, now, dear. What is this?” Nanny patted her hand.
 
   “I hate being such a nuisance.”
 
   “I don’t believe you are a nuisance. I’m sure Clarissa doesn’t think so either. Why you’ve been a joy for me.”
 
   “But, Hugh…”
 
   “We’ll see, my dear, about that,” Nanny said in a vague tone.
 
   “I’m such a bother to him.”
 
   “No. Not a bother, dear girl. Now you are to drink this. It will help you sleep.”
 
   The next day, refreshed and surprisingly well, Viola was determined not to allow her fears to spoil Nanny’s trip. At breakfast, a plan was formed. They would spend the day shopping in Bath, with the treat of a morning tea at Sally Lunn’s teashop.
 
   Later that morning, walking along Milsom Street and across the Pulteney Bridge, they browsed through shops filled with thrilling merchandise. Before they left, Hugh had pressed some money upon them for ‘trinkets’ and although Viola didn’t wish to take it, she enjoyed watching Nanny. Small items were bought: a pair of tan gloves, a becoming fringed shawl Nanny adored and Viola insisted she buy, and a pretty, beaded reticule for herself, plus fine lawn handkerchiefs edged in lace, which she planned to embroider with Clarissa’s initials.
 
   They ate delicious buns at the teashop, and then walked across the cobbled square of Abbey Green. Laughing at an amusing thing they had seen, an organ grinder and his naughty monkey, they ambled back to where the barouche waited.
 
   When they approached the entrance to the Abbey churchyard, two men walked toward them. They crossed Viola’s path, and one of them peered so closely into her face she could smell the rum on his breath. She opened her mouth to rebuke his familiarity, when his gaze settled on her locket and his bloodshot eyes brightened. He turned away from her and whispered to his companion. The other man gazed at her in turn, and then they both hurried away. 
 
   Unaware, Nanny walked on ahead, chattering away. Viola quickly followed. The men meant nothing to her, and yet they had tugged at something in the recesses of her mind. Am
 
   I being fanciful? She tried to shrug off the oppressive feeling that tightened her chest.
 
   Mr. Forester appeared, and was a welcome distraction. He swept off his hat and bowed.
 
   “How pleased I am to find you in much better health, Miss Edgeworth.”
 
   “I am, Mr. Forester. I must thank you for your kind ministrations at the ball. I’m so sorry to have alarmed you. It was nothing but fatigue and the heat.”
 
   “The duchess informed me that you are recovering from a malady. I do hope it was nothing serious.”
 
   Viola sighed inwardly. Lies followed lies and everything became more complicated. “No, indeed. A touch of influenza last winter left me a little peaky. I am much better now, I assure you.”
 
   “Please allow me to take you both to tea.”
 
   “That is very kind of you, Mr. Forester,” said Nanny, “but we have had tea and are now on our way home.”
 
   “This proves even more provident. I shall escort your carriage on my horse, if you’ll allow me. I’m on my way home also, and we go in the same direction.”
 
   The barouche traveled along Walcot Street and left the town behind. Mr. Forester reined his horse alongside the open carriage, allowing their conversation to continue.
 
   Viola glanced up at him from under her parasol. He really is a most personable man. He was far more graceful in the saddle than dancing, sitting astride the large animal with ease.
 
   “He’s a beautiful stepper, Mr. Forester,” she said, “and has a fine head.”
 
   “You’re quite right, Miss Edgeworth. He’s a favorite in my stable. You have knowledge of horses.”
 
   Viola was surprised to find that she did. “We breed them in a small way.” As she said it, she wondered why it came so easily to her lips. The carriage had rounded a bend where bushes narrowed the road, forcing Mr. Forester to fall behind. As the barouche traveled deeper into the woods, a house with twisted chimneys and a rampant garden came into her mind. 
 
   She saw the Tudor dwelling clearly, the front steps, leading to... Viola gasped; something lay behind that door she could not face.
 
   “Are you all right, my dear?” Nanny asked her.
 
   “Yes, Nanny.” Viola shut her eyes and wished it would go away. She refused to examine it further, for such pain awaited her there.
 
   A jolt threw them back against the seat. With a curse, the coachman pulled the horses up. Ahead of them on the road stood a pair of masked men, their pistols aimed in their direction.
 
   “Dear heaven!” Nanny clutched Viola’s arm.
 
   Despite the masks, Viola knew them to be the men she had seen earlier. One man was a giant and towered over the other.
 
   “The young lady is to get down,” the smaller man called out, his voice coarse and rough behind his kerchief. “The rest of ye stay put and be quiet or we’ll kill the lot of ye.” 
 
   Viola fought to keep calm. She peeled Nanny’s grip from her arm. “Don’t you move,” she whispered. She stood and moved to the door of the barouche. “Please don’t shoot. I will do as you say. You may take the few valuables I have.”
 
   “Stay where you are, Miss Edgeworth.” Jeremy Forester’s voice thundered out somewhere behind them. “The lady is not giving in to your demands. Drop your guns. We have you covered.”
 
   The element of surprise threw the highwaymen. They muttered together.
 
   “I won’t warn you again,” Mr. Forester yelled. A rifle shot hit the branch above the men’s heads and fell in pieces all around them. The horses reared and whinnied.
 
   Losing their nerve, the robbers mounted their horses and took off at a gallop.
 
   “Why, Mr. Forester,” gasped Viola, as she picked up her skirts and leapt down from the barouche. “How come you had your gun?”
 
   Mr. Forester ran from his hiding place holding his hunting rifle. “I took my rifle into town today to have it seen to. It’s been jamming,” he said with a sheepish grin.
 
   Despite her pulse still roaring in her ears, Viola laughed.
 
   “Well, it certainly works now, and how lucky we are that it does!”
 
   She turned to assist Nanny, only to find she had already climbed down with the help of the groom. “Well done, Mr. Forester!” Nanny said. Far from giving in to the vapors, she leapt about, waving her parasol like a weapon. “You out did those brutes admirably.”
 
   The rest of the trip home was uneventful. When Viola reached the quiet of her room, she went over the episode in her mind convinced she was right. They were the men she had seen in Bath. Had they spied something of value and wished to rob her? She touched the locket. One of the men had seen it and it would fetch a pretty penny. In truth, she wore a Parisian-made walking dress courtesy of Clarissa, and traveled in the duke’s barouche, which gave her the appearance of a person of great substance. 
 
   She trembled as the true awfulness of the situation became clear. How lucky they were that Mr. Forester had been there for they might have done far worse to them all.
 
   Hugh was furious. He organized a posse of men who worked on his estate and local farmers to comb the area, but the men had vanished.
 
   He questioned Viola and Nanny endlessly. Viola had never seen him angry, he was quite formidable. She described the men she had seen in Bath, and their reaction to her locket.
 
   Hugh said little, his hands clenched at his side, as he drew the details of the highwaymen’s appearance from her.
 
   “You will not travel without protection again,” he said. “It is fortunate that we return to Vale Park soon.”
 
   Viola released a breath. He meant to take her back to Vale Park, as he hadn’t said so, the possibility that he would leave her here had kept her awake at night.
 
   Viola saw more of Jeremy Forester at assemblies and in the card room, where gossip spread as quickly as the influenza. The holdup had advantageously wiped Viola’s name from their lips, for everyone was now talking about highwaymen. The small community was greatly alarmed that such a thing could happen so close to town. As is wont to happen in such cases, the tale was embellished, and Jeremy emerged as a hero of mythical proportions, although he modestly attempted to relate the true version of events.
 
   Armed, Hugh accompanied them whenever they ventured into town. Viola was sure he had better things to do than listen to Nanny’s enthusiastic descriptions of Bath. Crammed into the barouche, Viola tried to remain detached from his proximity, his knees almost touching hers. But when his gaze locked with hers, he looked fiercely protective and surprisingly proprietorial. 
 
   In that moment, as Nanny prattled on, Viola felt something pass between them, before she looked away again, hot and confused.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
   As Viola and Hugh’s time in Bath came to an end, Clarissa announced that she was to hold a ball and invite all of Bath Society. As if that wasn’t excitement enough, she decided on a costumed affair.
 
   “I think it shall be in the old style.” She walked about the room, gesturing wildly. “We shall wear those wonderful white wigs of the mid-eighteenth century with black patches on our cheeks, oh, and panniers, of course.”
 
   But, Your Grace,” said Viola, gently, “how will everyone obtain these things at such short notice?”
 
   “It shouldn’t be too difficult to have seamstresses stitch up a full skirt.”
 
   Viola thought of the poor needlewomen sewing by the light of candles far into the night. “I doubt the wig-makers could achieve such an order in the time allotted.”
 
   “Oh, tis true! How quickly the time has gone,” Clarissa cried. “I feel quite overcome with sadness at the prospect of your departure. I don’t know if I wish to have a ball after all.”
 
   “Oh, but you must.” Viola knew the event meant a lot to the lively duchess. She turned to Hugh for aid. “Do you not think so, Your Grace? Everyone is looking forward to it. We can just wear enticing loo-masks. It will be such fun.”
 
   A small smile hovered about his lips. “Viola is quite right, Clarissa. You know how much you enjoy these occasions. It will be something for us all to remember.”
 
   Viola sensed he hated the idea, but would do anything to make his sister happy. At Clarissa’s begging, Hugh had extended their stay another week although his impatience to return home was evident in the way he stalked about and disappeared to ride his horse for hours at a time.
 
   “Yes, a masquerade,” Clarissa mused. “What a wonderful idea.”
 
   Clarissa and Hugh broke into a lively discussion of how it should be done. Hugh tried to reason Clarissa out of the need for domino masks, but on this, she would not be swayed.
 
   “Hugh, you just don’t wish to wear one,” Clarissa said, with a peal of laughter. “I might insist on the wigs instead.”
 
   Viola, who had been an observer of their affectionate banter, swallowed a lump in her throat, hoping they would remember her with affection, as she would them.
 
   ****
 
   After many days of disruption, the house was in readiness for the ball.
 
   Lanterns brightened the gardens, and the ballroom mirrors reflected the golden, glowing light of the beeswax candles in crystal chandeliers and wall sconces. The candles added their perfume to the lilacs, roses, and lavender filling the huge urns in every corner. No one declined an invitation to Whitcombe Hall.
 
   The guests began to arrive after nine o’clock dressed in their disguises, with the knowledge that at the stroke of midnight they must all unmask.
 
   The duke was distinguished in white satin and gold; Clarissa dressed in crimson and black lace, with a saucy, black loo-mask. Viola wore pale lavender. Hugh looked like a handsome pirate in black trimmed with silver.
 
   After a light repast, the floor filled with dancers enjoying the freedom of anonymity. The orchestra played French quadrilles, cotillions and Viennese waltzes. Some danced a little recklessly, and one or two imbibed too freely, but the night was in no way the shameless romp that might have occurred at Vauxhall Gardens, or so she was told. Everyone had an eye on the clock, and, in truth, the loo-masks fooled no one.
 
   Hugh waltzed with Viola. “You were very clever in persuading my sister to change her plans,” he said, smiling. “I, for one, am most grateful. I doubt I’d present well in a powdered wig and patches.”
 
   Viola tried not to smile. “I confess to being a little disappointed, Your Grace. I would have enjoyed such a spectacle.” She suspected he would look very good indeed.
 
   Hugh’s eyes gleamed wickedly behind his mask, adding a touch of rogue to his costume
 
   “Oh, would you indeed? Would I be wise to distrust you? Will you be encouraging my sister in some harebrained scheme in the future?”
 
   Viola laughed, but the mention of the future made her bite her lip.
 
   When the dance ended, Hugh left her and bowed before an attractive young woman. He spoke close to the girl’s ear. She giggled, with a coquettish look as he led her on to the floor.
 
   Viola turned away. A man dressed in a brown coat, buff pantaloons, and a yellow mask entered the room. He came straight to her side, bowed, and requested the next dance. His burnished copper hair gave him away immediately. Jeremy Forester had also succumbed to the freedom the disguise allowed.
 
   He whirled her around the floor far more exuberantly than in previous encounters. Her toes miraculously escaped a mauling.
 
   When they collided with another couple, he halted, bowed, and apologized profusely. They began again as he counted the steps until he grew confident of the rhythm. The second time this happened, Viola had great difficulty not laughing, particularly when Hugh was the injured party. His furtive grin almost brought her undone.
 
   Mr. Forester, however, retained his serious focus on the dance. “That silver mask is the same color as your hair in the candlelight, mademoiselle,” he whispered in a tolerable French accent.
 
   When the clock struck twelve, the musicians ceased playing.
 
   The ballroom resounded with chatter and laughter as everyone peeled away loo-masks. Mr. Forester untied his strings and threw his mask off with a dashing gesture.
 
   “Why, it’s you, Sir,” Viola said, with fake surprise, tapping him with her fan. “La! I felt sure I was dancing with a mysterious Frenchman.”
 
   He responded with a serious nod. “I knew it was you, Miss Viola. How could I not?”
 
   Like the donning of familiar old coats, people sobered after the unmasking. Some of the older members of Bath Society sought their host and hostess before calling for their carriages.
 
   Mr. Forester seemed reluctant to leave. He asked Viola to accompany him in a walk along the garden path.
 
   “Such a lovely, mild evening, don’t you think?” He gave his pleasant smile as they leaned over the stone balustrade. He took her arm as they left the terrace and walked down the steps, following the line of lanterns to a stone garden seat. A night bird called from the shadows. “Miss Edgeworth, I have something to ask of you.” 
 
   Viola sat the cold stone of the seat sending a chill through her.
 
   To her dismay, Mr. Forester then sank down on one knee before her.
 
   “Oh, Mr. Forester, do please get up. You will catch cold.”
 
   “I have fallen deeply in love with you.” His eyes widened but he stoically maintained his position as his knee sank further into the damp grass. “I know this is sudden, but time is of the essence as you are soon to leave Bath. I have reached ten and twenty without suffering such strong emotions as I now feel. I would be honored if you would consider becoming my wife, although I realize that a lovely young lady such as yourself, with excellent connections, will have many opportunities to marry.” Now Viola was truly appalled. This fashion is so silly.
 
   She suffered a dreadful impulse to giggle. Stilling her features, she gave him the attention he deserved. He was both courageous and kind, and she liked him. She sought to frame a tactful reply, but fell mute when, behind him, a dark figure appeared on the terrace.
 
   Hugh spied her with Mr. Forester kneeling before her and abruptly re-entered the house.
 
   “I thank you, indeed, but might I have time to consider your kind offer?” Viola asked quickly.
 
   “Of course. Please think on it overnight, if you will. I believe we would deal very well together.”
 
   To her relief, he rose, brushing leaves from his knees, while manfully ignoring the round patch of damp on one knee.
 
   When they reached the terrace, Hugh came out to meet them.
 
   “Jeremy,” he said, nodding to him, before facing Viola.
 
   “Lord and Lady Silverton are leaving and wish to say their goodbyes to you, Cousin Viola.”
 
   Viola and her now restrained beau followed Hugh inside.
 
   She glanced at Hugh’s stern face. Did he think her indiscreet?
 
   ****
 
   The last of the guests departed, and the household began to retire. Viola was preparing to follow Clarissa upstairs when Hugh approached her.
 
   “Might I have a word?” he asked her.
 
   Clarissa raised her eyebrows, but continued on her way to her chamber without comment.
 
   Viola followed Hugh into the library, wondering if she was to be censured for her behavior.
 
   “I hope Jeremy Forester didn’t ruin his evening clothes. I gather he asked you to marry him.”
 
   She shook her head at his gesture for her to sit. “Yes, he did.”
 
   Hugh’s mouth thinned. “And what did you say?”
 
   Why, how serious he looks. He surely would be glad for someone to take me off his hands.
 
   “I haven’t decided. I promised to give him my answer tomorrow.”
 
   He leaned against the back of a leather chair. “Jeremy is a good man. Do you care for him?”
 
   “I like him. He is a decent man. And a brave one,” she added.
 
   He folded his arms. “I agree. I have no right to interfere, but you have no father to advise you and it’s my opinion he is not the right man for you.”
 
   His mention of her father caused an inexplicable, painful jolt to Viola’s heart. Hugh was only a few years older than she was. What right did he have to advise her? 
 
   “The right man? I am not the right woman for him,” she said heatedly. Aware she was being unreasonable, she spun away from him, as despair and anger made her rash. “Jeremy believes me to be part of this noble family. I have no family. I am not Viola, and if I don’t know who I am, what do I have to offer anyone?”
 
   Viola walked the length of the room, her skirts swishing about her. Ashamed of her outburst, she inhaled deeply, attempting to calm herself. She returned to where he stood, his shoulders tense, his mouth tight and grim. Her ungrateful outburst had angered him. “You are right, he is a good man and he deserves better,” she said softly.
 
   “Everything will right itself in time,” he said, his voice rough.
 
   Will it? “I shall have to refuse him, of course,” she said. “I need to tell him the truth. May I?”
 
   “I trust Jeremy’s discretion. But why must you? Are you considering marrying him?”
 
   “I don’t know. But I will need to be honest with him.” Viola rubbed her temples, suddenly exhausted. “Please excuse me, Hugh, I would like to retire. I am quite tired.”
 
   He took a step closer and rested his hands on her shoulders.
 
   “You must decide what’s best, Viola, but I can’t help feeling this is not right for you. If you decide against the marriage, Nanny and I will be pleased for you to accompany us back to Vale Park.”
 
   “And then what, Hugh? I can’t stay in Nanny’s cottage forever.”
 
   “I know.” He captured her eyes with his. 
 
   She gasped, startled at the heated look she found there. Did he suffer the same longing as she? There was a pause where the only sound was the grandfather clock’s loud ticking. Her heart fluttered in her breast as she silently and disgracefully willed him to kiss her.
 
   His hands fell to his sides. He bowed stiffly and stood aside.
 
   “It’s late. You must be tired.”
 
   “Goodnight, Hugh.”
 
   Picking up her skirts, she walked past him. He followed her into the Great Hall. As Viola climbed the staircase, she stilled herself not to look back, knowing that if she did, she would run into his arms and beg him to hold her. Eight, nine, ten…she counted the stair treads to help control her raging emotions.
 
   Reaching the upper landing, she released a breath, but the counting hadn’t helped at all. If he is still standing there, she was lost.
 
   The front door banged shut. She whirled around. Only the footman stood impassively in the hall. Hugh had left the house.
 
   She ran to her bedchamber, threw herself on the bed, and sobbed into her pillow.
 
   The only way to sort out the muddle her life had become was to take control of it. Face her fears. For Hugh’s sake, as well as hers.
 
   ****
 
   Hugh stalked to the stables and saddled his horse. He rode hard into town, straight to a pugilist’s gymnasium he used when in Bath. He knew the owner kept late hours and a couple of men were still there, one, skipping rope. 
 
   “I know it’s late, but I fancy a bout, Glyn,” he said to the owner.
 
   Glyn eyed him carefully. “Want to vent some spleen, Your Grace?”
 
   “Not spleen, exactly.”
 
   Glyn grinned. “There are pleasanter ways, Your Grace. There’s a brothel up the road apiece. Prime stuff there. All the toffs visit the place.”
 
   Hugh grimaced, as he peeled off his coat. “Not this time.”
 
   He pulled on the boxing gloves while Glyn did the same.
 
   They climbed into the ring and circled each other.
 
   An hour later, they leaned against the ropes, gasping.
 
   “I’m done, Your Grace,” Glyn said, shaking his head, as Hugh wiped the sweat from his brow. “Hope you’ve cured what ails you. You’ve seen me out.”
 
   “Perhaps not cured,” Hugh replied, “but ready for my bed.”
 
   He walked up to the Hall from the stables, and a sleepy footman opened the door. Moving quietly up the stairs, he paused in the corridor outside Viola’s bedchamber. 
 
   Candlelight still flickered from beneath her door. He raised his hand to knock, then dropped his arm, cursing under his breath. The boxing bout hadn’t helped at all.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
   Viola lay awake as the hours passed. Every time she closed her eyes, Hugh’s face filled her thoughts. Her treacherous body yearned for him. She hugged herself at the thought, and allowed herself a moment to dwell on what might happen should that passion be unleashed. It was beyond her imaginings, but drove her almost mad with desire. She struggled for objectivity and common sense. Exhausted, she tossed and turned, as if she lay on a bed of stones.
 
   Bashing her pillow, she realized she hadn’t spared a thought for Jeremy’s proposal. Marriage could be the answer to all her problems, and she wished she didn’t shudder at the prospect. She must gear herself to be stronger. To make sound decisions about her future.
 
   At last, in the early hours when she’d convinced herself things would be easier once they’d returned to Vale Park where she and Hugh would rarely see each other, she slept.
 
   The next afternoon, Viola sat alone in the drawing room, with a book open in her lap.
 
   After she’d read the same sentence several times, she left the chair and went to sit at the pianoforte. Her fingers moved over the keys, and soon she was lost in the beauty of Handel. It was so odd how she remembered this. It was as if only a piece of her memory had been removed, leaving in place all the things she most enjoyed. Someone in her past had loved to hear her play.
 
   Someone she loved. She gasped as the wisp of memory hovered close.
 
   Viola had moved on to Mozart when Jeremy sent up his card. She went to sit by the window, fingering her locket. Could she learn to love another man when Hugh filled her thoughts? 
 
   At breakfast, Clarissa had urged her to accept.
 
   “Please consider it, Viola,” she’d said. “We would be neighbors. I should like that very much. Jeremy Forester is quite young and attractive, is he not? Not wealthy, of course, but very comfortable, and tolerably well bred.”
 
   A sensible woman in her predicament would accept. Viola waited her throat dry. What would she do? By the time the footman showed Jeremy into the room, she knew.
 
   “Miss Edgeworth.” He bent to kiss her hand. “How charming you look sitting by the window with the light striking your hair. You might be Helen of Troy in that Grecian-styled gown.
 
   “Thank you for the pretty compliment, Mr. Forester, but please, sit. I have an unfortunate story to tell. I pray you’ll forgive me for the falsehoods.” Ignoring his gasp of surprise, as Jeremy perched on the edge of his seat, she took a breath and continued. “But before I do, I must have your promise that you will not repeat any of this to another soul, as the truth could severely embarrass the duke and duchess, who have been so very wonderful to me.”
 
   Jeremy, who was in the process of lowering himself onto the chair, perched on the edge.
 
   “Untruths? Why, Miss Edgeworth! I cannot believe you capable of such a thing.”
 
   She proceeded to tell him her story from the time Hugh first found her. She spared him nothing, even describing in detail the clothes she wore. 
 
   If he could accept her warts and all, she would marry him. And Hugh could then get on with his life.
 
   Jeremy listened with a look of open-mouthed wonder, which turned to something more subdued as she finished.
 
   “So that is why you have been unwell,” he said, glancing at his hands.
 
   “I am well now, apart from my loss of memory.”
 
   “It is a very kind thing for the Duke of Vale and his family to have befriended you.”
 
   “They’ve been kindness itself.”
 
   “The Duke of Whitcombe is a charitable man much liked in these parts. And Her Grace…well, she is known to be a trifle whimsical. But much loved for it, you understand,” he added hastily. He tugged at his carefully arranged cravat. “Miss Edgeworth, I find myself in a difficult situation. It makes no difference to me, of course, but my mother, who resides with me is getting on in years, and she can be a little difficult…”
 
   Viola placed her hand lightly on his arm. “Mr. Forester, you were under a false impression when you made your offer. Rest assured you have not committed yourself in any way.”
 
   Jeremy gave his cravat another tug. He had quite destroyed its arrangement, and his face was flushed. “Bath is a very small place, rife of gossip, Miss…Edgeworth. I do hope that you regain your memory soon, and this adventure will not have compromised you in any way. Why, there must be a logical explanation. It would not be like you, I am sure, to be imprudent.”
 
   One thing Viola did know about herself was that she might well be imprudent, if circumstances required it. And she might even laugh about it afterward. Jeremy would never find amusement in unseemly matters. Whereas, Hugh… 
 
   She rose to her feet in order to put an end to the awkward conversation.
 
   Jeremy leapt up with even more eagerness than he had shown in asking for her hand. “I thank you for your understanding, Mr. Forester, and know I can rely on your discretion.”
 
   “You most certainly can. I shan’t say a word to anyone. Not even to Mother.”
 
   When Jeremy Forester left the room, he looked like a man who had escaped the gallows, leaving Viola to dwell on the sorry state of her character. She was most disreputable. No one would want her now. 
 
   She sagged with relief at having been saved from a restrictive life that would have crushed her. She was learning all about her faults afresh, and knew she could not have endured a loveless marriage. It was likely to be her imprudent nature, which landed her in this fix in the first place. But she would not marry but for love, no matter what the future held for her.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
   The rest of Viola’s stay in Bath was spent in the duchess’s company, for her husband was busy with the pressures of running a large estate. He only appeared toward evening, looking dreadfully tired. 
 
   Viola discovered why. The duke had vast business interests in shipping and the Colonies.
 
   Hugh didn’t question Viola about what was said between her and Jeremy. Clarissa must have told him. 
 
   Viola was relieved; she didn’t feel strong enough to face his questions. He rode out after breakfast and did not appear again until dinner. Then, after a game of piquet, he excused himself and left the house. She wondered if he visited a lady. It was none of her business and she fought the twinge of unreasonable jealousy.
 
   Left alone, the she and Clarissa spent the afternoons in the library reading passages from books and discussing the latest publications.
 
   With only a week left of their stay, Viola perched on the window seat, with the afternoon sun streaming in, warming her back, while Clarissa read aloud from Lord Byron’s Childe Harold. 
 
   She gestured dramatically, her pleasure of the words intoned in every line. Viola leaned back, closing her eyes, and committed every detail of the room to memory. She never wanted to forget any of this.
 
   The next morning, Nellie entered with Viola’s hot chocolate.
 
   She placed it on the bedside table and went to open the curtains.
 
   “Morning, Nellie,” Viola said, yawning.
 
   “I’m so glad you’re awake, Miss Viola. The servant hall is abuzz with news about the Master.”
 
   Viola sat up. “What news?”
 
   “The duke had a nasty turn during the night. They’ve sent for the doctor.”
 
   Viola threw back the bedclothes. “Tell me all about it while I dress, Nellie.”
 
   Fifteen minutes later, Viola descended the stairs, just as Hugh entered through the front door in his riding clothes.
 
   “The duke is unwell?”
 
   Hugh’s eyes were dark and troubled. “The doctor’s following in his chaise. Clarissa remains by Edward’s bedside. She won’t leave him. I’m concerned she’ll become ill herself. She’s never been strong.”
 
   “I’ll go to her now,” she said, “I’ll take her away while the doctor attends the duke.”
 
   His eyes softened. “Thank you. I knew we could rely on your common sense.”
 
   As soon as the doctor was shown into the duke’s bedchamber, Viola drew Clarissa away.
 
   “He clutched his chest and moaned. I didn’t know what to do,” Clarissa said, in a low voice. “I mustn’t leave him for long.”
 
   Viola tucked her arm in hers. “As soon as the doctor has seen him you can return. Come and have something to eat. You need to remain strong to be of any help to him.”
 
   Clarissa gave her a glazed look. “Yes, you’re right of course.”
 
   Viola, her arm around Clarissa’s waist, guided her to the breakfast room. She watched as the duchess drank some tea and nibbled bread and butter.
 
   The hot tea put color back into Clarissa’s cheeks and calmed her. “I’m sure His Grace is going to recover,” Viola said.
 
   “Just having you there will make him strong. He loves you so.”
 
   Clarissa dabbed at her eyes with a lace-edged handkerchief.
 
   “I love him, too,” Clarissa whispered.
 
   “Well, then. Your love for one another will see you through this.” Viola only prayed she was right.
 
   Hugh entered the room with the doctor.
 
   Clarissa stood up abruptly, overturning her cup in its saucer. “Is His Grace improving?” 
 
   “He needs rest, Your Grace,” the doctor said. “I have given him something to make him sleep and left medicine with the nurse.” He took her wrist and held it, taking her pulse. “It would be wise for you to do the same.”
 
   Clarissa placed her hands to her cheeks. “Lie down? How can I?”
 
   Viola took her hand. “Lie on the salon sofa in the sun, while I read to you.
 
   “Has Nanny been told?” Viola asked Hugh as she led Clarissa from the room.
 
   Hugh nodded. “She has volunteered to help to nurse Edward.”
 
   “She will prove a great asset,” Viola said, relieved.
 
   For another week, Clarissa remained at her husband’s bedside, leaving only when Viola drew her away to eat and rest.
 
   With the house so quiet, Hugh invited her to ride with him, but she declined. It didn’t seem right and her nerves were so raw she feared she would give her feelings away. The possibility that Clarissa might be widowed made her want to cry on his shoulder.
 
   Viola agreed to play faro with him. She sat stiffly, distracted, aware of the hours ticking away. Hugh, too, said little.
 
   At the beginning of the second week, the duke began to rally and the doctor advised the worst had passed.
 
   The household settled back into its routine.
 
   In the late afternoon, Hugh found Viola sitting alone in the library with a book in her hand.
 
   “More good news from the doctor, today,” he said, pouring himself a brandy. “Sherry?”
 
   “Please.”
 
   “The patient can get up for a short while tomorrow.”
 
   “Nanny told me. I’m so relieved.”
 
   He sat down at the chess table and began moving the carved ivory pieces into their places
 
   “I thought we might have that game of chess. We’ve been so busy; I haven’t had a chance to see if you can play.”
 
   Viola hesitated. Every close encounter with Hugh was painful these days. She grinned.
 
   “Aren’t you tired of beating me at everything?”
 
   He laughed. “I’m rusty too. I haven’t had much opportunity to play chess of late.”
 
   “I was distracted when we played Faro, I believe if we played again, I’d put up a better fight.”
 
   A smile tugged at his mouth. “Is that a challenge?”
 
   His confidence rankled. Viola arched an eyebrow. She came to sit at the table. 
 
   “I’ll take black.” A memory of another chessboard with wooden pieces flashed into her mind. She grasped at it but it was gone.
 
   “I admire your fighting spirit.” Hugh moved the white pawn in front of his king.
 
   Viola pushed the black pawn to a position in front of her rook.
 
   Hugh immediately moved his bishop three spaces. 
 
   “Women are better than men in some things but bluffing isn’t one of them.” His eyes held a hint of amusement.
 
   Viola raised an eyebrow. “You think not?”
 
   Viola studied the board, while her fingers stroked the tip of a pawn. Her fingers hovered then she chose to move her knight instead.
 
   “Aha.” Hugh moved his queen two spaces, then sat back to watch her.
 
   Viola contemplated her next move, and leaned closer, running her fingers along her throat through the chain of her locket. She released the chain and it fell to settle hidden within her décolletage.
 
   Hugh’s eyes widened. He studied her with a gleam of interest, then reached for his glass and took a long swallow.
 
   The clock ticked loudly in the stillness. Viola admired Hugh’s sweep of dark eyelashes as he studied the board. She suddenly noticed the heady scent of roses wafting in from the open window.
 
   “Smell that bouquet,” she said, “isn’t is delicious?”
 
   His dark eyes drank her up. “Delicious,” he echoed.
 
   She ran a finger along her bottom lip. Hugh’s attention became fixated on her mouth.
 
   He raised his gaze to hers. “What did you say?”
 
   “I didn’t say anything.”
 
   He shook his head as if to clear it and moved his piece. “I thought you’d conceded defeat.”
 
   She cast him a smug glance. “I did not.”
 
   There was something lazily seductive in his look. He waved his hand over the board. “I’m interested to see what your next move will be.”
 
   “Why are you rushing me? Are you growing concerned?”
 
   He huffed out a laugh. “Of course not.”
 
   She tugged at the neckline of her bodice. “It’s warm.”
 
   Hugh crossed his legs and tapped a boot. “Eh?”
 
   “The day is still warm,” she repeated.
 
   Hugh leapt up from the table. “Another sherry?”
 
   “No, thank you.”
 
   When he returned with his tumbler of brandy, Viola still hadn’t moved a piece. 
 
   “Ready to quit?” he asked.
 
   She moved a pawn to attack his bishop.
 
   A slow smile lit Hugh’s eyes. He nodded his head. 
 
   “You are sure?”
 
   “I’m sure.” She knew she was beaten. But being with him like this was almost too sweet to endure.
 
   He pounced, sliding his queen up to take a pawn, his bishop now in position to take her king. “Check mate.”
 
   Viola carefully studied the board. “I played right into your hands,” she said in disgust.
 
   “You put up a good fight.”
 
   “I believe if we played again, I might…” she left it hanging in the air.
 
   Hugh’s gaze rested on her locket as she drew it out from her neckline. He swallowed the last of his drink. 
 
   “You had it within your grasp to beat me by foul means, I suspect.”
 
   “Oh, so I am capable of bluffing?” she asked with a smile.
 
   “You are better equipped for it, I am willing to admit.”
 
   Seeing rueful amusement in his eyes, Viola laughed just as Clarissa walked into the room. She gazed at them both, with a speculative expression.
 
   “I was soundly beaten, Your Grace,” Viola said. “But at least I now know I can play.”
 
   “And with enough practice you’ll give Hugh a run for his money.”
 
   “You women always stick together,” Hugh said in disgust.
 
   Clarissa sat down. “As my dear husband is enjoying a peaceful sleep, I shall enjoy a glass of wine and your company.”
 
   “How about a game of cards?” Hugh asked, motioning to the footman.
 
   “Oh please, let’s play speculation,” Clarissa said. “I would enjoy that immensely.”
 
   Viola was relieved to find Clarissa in a brighter frame of mind. Hugh obviously thought so too as he exchanged a smile with her.
 
   But on rising the next morning, Viola found Clarissa in the salon, wiping her eyes. “Hugh has urgent business at Vale Park that cannot be delayed much longer. You are to leave tomorrow.”
 
   Viola sat beside her. “I’m sorry to leave you both, but relieved that it’s with the knowledge His Grace grows stronger.”
 
   Clarissa put away her handkerchief and sighed. “When Edward is restored to good health we might consider traveling to Oxfordshire.”
 
   Was it possible that Clarissa, despite everything she possessed, could be lonely? It was a sad wrench to leave her.
 
   Viola prayed that Clarissa would have the babe she and her husband longed for. Surely, the duke could not live above a few years, and a child would give Clarissa a purpose to go on.
 
   “I can hardly express how much your friendship has meant to me…” Viola began.
 
   Clarissa gathered her up in a fierce hug. “Hush. Your support through this trying time has been invaluable. It may be some time before we meet again. I will miss you sorely, my dear.”
 
   Doubting she would ever see them again, Viola hugged her back, saying in an unsteady voice, “And I will miss you both.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
   Their return to Vale Park was quite different from the sedate trip that took them to Bath. She and Nanny traveled in the carriage while Hugh rode his horse. He seethed with impatience when bad weather delayed them another day, and was like a coiled spring when he dined with them. 
 
   “Perhaps he misses Lady Felicity and is eager to return to her,” Nanny said, with a shake of her head.
 
   “I declare this trip may well exceed all records,” Nanny said crossly, when they rose at dawn to depart on the final day of their journey. Keeping a hectic pace, they arrived at Vale Park by mid- afternoon. 
 
   Hugh deposited them at their front door. With a brief touch of his hat, he drove away.
 
   Viola entered the house and metaphorically rolled up her sleeves. She would now work to convince Nanny to assist her in writing a letter to a London employment agency. For surely now, as time had passed and her memory failed her, it was the only option left to her.
 
   When Viola confessed to Nanny that her dreams were becoming more vivid, Nanny refused to help with the letter. “We may know the truth very soon, Viola. Let us wait a little longer.”
 
   It rained steadily for most of the first week, trapping them indoors. Viola prowled about the cottage, aware that her restlessness drove poor Nanny mad. She had tried and failed to tamp down her longing for a glimpse of Hugh. Knowing that it was better they kept their distance did not help.
 
   When the clouds finally cleared away, Viola hurried out for a long walk to settle her nerves. She picked her way through the puddles to the bank of the now rapidly flowing river. Two horsemen sat unmoving on their mounts a half a mile away across the fields. A shudder shook her. Were they the highwaymen from Bath? 
 
   Had the scoundrels followed her to Vale Park? They were too far away for her to either confirm or deny her suspicions. She turned away and hurried to the cottage, glancing back several times. They were still there. 
 
   Shaking, she tried to construct a more reasonable explanation, fighting the fear that she had brought danger to Vale Park.
 
   Each morning for the next few days, she searched for them, but when they didn’t reappear, she decided they worked for Hugh and put them from her mind.
 
   A week later, Viola wandered out into the soft night air to smell the perfume of honeysuckle and jasmine growing over the fence. A round, yellow moon hung suspended in a deep violet sky, and she stood for a moment in silent enjoyment. Sensing she was not alone, she swung around. 
 
   Illuminated by moonlight a man stood perfectly still at the far end of the lane.
 
   Viola waited for him to hail her, but he moved back into the shadows. She gasped and darted into the cottage, trembling, and bolted the door.
 
   “Goodness me,” Nanny said, as Viola made a tour of all the doors and windows. “We never bother with locks here. What has happened to trouble you so?”
 
   “I’m not sure, Nanny. I saw a man standing in the lane.”
 
   “That will be Ben Jenkins, going home from the farm.”
 
   Nanny laughed and patted her shoulder. “He comes by this way with the hope of saying goodnight to Becky.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t he have greeted me?”
 
   “Because he knows he has no business being here, I expect,” Nanny said.
 
   It was possible that Ben was too embarrassed to speak to her. Ben and Becky’s burgeoning romance was the worst kept secret at Vale Park. 
 
   Later that night though, curled up in bed, Viola couldn’t let the matter rest. Taking the men she’d seen earlier into consideration, any reasonable explanation no longer seemed to have merit. The fear that she had brought something evil to this heavenly place grew stronger.
 
   The next morning, Viola walked carefully around the cottage, examining the ground. Several large footprints had sunk deep into the soft earth near the cottage wall. Heart pounding, she went in search of the maid. She found her folding linen.
 
   “Did you see Ben Jenkins last night, Becky?”
 
   Becky flushed. “No, Miss.”
 
   “Please, don’t worry. You are not in trouble. It’s just that last night I saw a man in the lane.”
 
   “It wasn’t Ben, Miss Viola. He went straight home from work to help out. His ma is sick.”
 
   “Do you know who else it might have been?”
 
   Becky’s eye grew large and she shook her head. “No, miss.”
 
   Viola made up her mind. It was time for her to leave.
 
   ****
 
   Felicity dismounted into Hugh’s arms beside the river. He looped the horses’ reins over the branches of an old oak. Damp reeds stained the hem of Felicity’s new riding habit and she shook it out with a frown. 
 
   “Mama will be furious to find I’ve worn it,” she said. “It was made for my trousseau.” She flushed and dropped her gaze. “Pure vanity, I know.” She fidgeted with her hat.
 
   Hugh’s rush of relief at her pronouncement brought a bout of guilt and then a deep concern for her welfare.
 
   “You’ve really set the cat amongst the pigeons, Felicity. What if your parents refuse to give their consent? And how would this young buck keep you in the manner to which you’re accustomed?”
 
   “Oh, fiddle! Hugh, please don’t be so stuffy. You are not my father.”
 
   Hugh winced. “Tell me anyway.”
 
   “Phillip has plans to join the foreign office. He already receives a modest income from an aunt. He feels sure quite sure he can provide for me, and after all, there is my dowry. Father is as rich as Croesus.”
 
   “You get nothing until you’re one-and-twenty, isn’t that right? And how old is this beau of yours?”
 
   She raised her chin. “Phillip is two-and-twenty.”
 
   “Who are his family?”
 
   “You know them. Our neighbors, the Carstairs. Phillip is the younger son. They are a most respectable family, you must admit.”
 
   Hugh nodded with some relief. “Of High Ridge Manor? I haven’t seen Phillip since he was in short trousers. He’s been away at university until recently, hasn’t he? His elder brother
 
   Harry and I were up at Oxford together.”
 
   “So, there you are. Hugh, you are not…too sad are you?”
 
   Hugh took her hand and pressed a kiss to her glove. “I am wounded, sweet imp, but shall live. I wonder if your Phillip will survive the trials you have in store for him.”
 
   Felicity laughed, and slapped him lightly with her riding crop.
 
   “You are very rude. Phillip can be firm when he needs to be. He is what you would call a capital fellow. I know you will like him. Oh, Hugh,” she paused, face set with seriousness, “I never knew love could be like this. I always thought that you and I …. But you are like my big brother. We were not destined to be lovers.”
 
   “I would’ve been honored to become your husband, and gamely tried to measure up to it.”
 
   “Fool,” said Felicity, smiling. “You must discover true love for yourself.” 
 
   How astute she was. “I believe you have developed a woman’s understanding of matters of the heart, which takes some of us fellows a lifetime to master.”
 
   “I believe it will not take you long at all, Hugh. And I am not talking of your opera dancers.”
 
   He widened his eyes and laughed. “What do you know of such things, cheeky minx?”
 
   “Not a lot, it’s true,” she admitted with a grin.
 
   He signaled to the groom who waited in the shadows. “Phillip is a lucky fellow. Come, we are good friends and always shall be. I hope you know you can seek me out if ever you are in need of help.” Hugh took her arm and led her to her horse, untying the reins. “Next, we must face your parents. I do hope you can charm them round to your way of thinking.”
 
   She cast him an anxious glance. “As do I.”
 
   He boosted her up into the saddle. “When may I call on them?”
 
   “Not until Friday evening. They are visiting Aunt Julia in Oxford. It’s Mother’s sister—she’s still quite ill. I shouldn’t be here. Mrs. Pike is my chaperone.” She pulled a face. “I left her a note and slipped out without her seeing me. She’s probably looking high and low for me at this moment. I’d best go back before she has a bad turn.”
 
   “Then off you go.” Hugh said nodding to her groom. “I shall call on your parents on Saturday next.”
 
   “Oh, I wish we could settle it all straight away,” Felicity said, pouting.
 
   “You are planning the rest of your life. Have a care, imp.”
 
   Hugh gave her horse a tap on the rump, and she trotted away along the trail through the wood with her groom following.
 
   As she reached the top of a rise, Felicity reined in her horse and raised a hand to him. He returned the wave and watched her disappear into the trees. She was a young woman accustomed to getting her way, but even so, there were limits. How would she deal with the crushing refusal of her plans? And how would he?
 
   ****
 
   Viola strolled along the path by the river. When Hugh approached her, she welcomed him with a rush of warmth and a heavy feeling clenching her stomach. She hadn’t seen the men again, but their absence failed to relieve the nagging worry that she was the reason they had come here.
 
   “May I walk with you?” he asked.
 
   “Please do.”
 
   Are you over your journey and glad to be home?”
 
   “Yes, thank you.” 
 
   Home? Viola took a sharp breath. Soon she would be gone from here, with only a few memories to take with her. She studied the handsome profile of the man walking beside her with his long gait. She had come to care so much for him. What would Hugh do if she reached out to him now, and begged him to make love to her? She suspected he would not refuse her. But then it would be very hard to leave him, and leave him she must.
 
   He picked one of the wild roses she carried the first morning she met him on the path, and held it out to her. She took it and raised it to her nose. Its perfume would always remind her of Hugh and Vale Park. Wherever she was. But the future could only be a pale shadow of what she had found here.
 
   She walked on, twirling the rose between her fingers. “Do you still believe the Bow Street Runners will find my family?”
 
   “I do.” He looked down on her his eyes beseeching. “You seem sad today. Don’t give up hope, Viola.”
 
   She wanted to lean her head against his chest, feel his strong arms enfold her. And she wanted so much more, it made her hot with yearning. She could tell him of her fears and seek his assurances that no matter what happened, the prospect looked bright. He could not, of course, and she had no right. She refused to become more of a burden on him. Once she had gone, Vale Park would be safe from any intruders. 
 
   Hugh would marry and bring his bride here. Soon, her name would never be mentioned.
 
   They strolled along, deep in their own thoughts, Viola painfully aware of his proximity. She dropped the rose. Before she could retrieve it, Hugh picked a buttercup and held it up to her with a smile. 
 
   “They say if you hold this under your chin...”
 
   Did his fingers tremble? She took it from him. “I know,” she said, giving a poor excuse for a smile in response. “You’ll find out who you love.”
 
   “And if you love someone but should not declare it?”
 
   His brown eyes were filled with raw emotion as they sought hers. Viola took a ragged breath. She had to be strong, but it was so hard. “Then you must not say it.”
 
   He stood very close. “And if one does?”
 
   “And it hurts others? One must question the real meaning of that love.”
 
   “Love is a smoke raised with the fume of sighs, Being purged, a fire sparkling in lovers’ eyes, Being vexed, a sea nourished with lovers’ tears.”
 
   To have him quoting Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet in a husky and urgent tone made her knees weak. “‘Love is blind, and lovers cannot see, The pretty follies that themselves commit, “she quipped, made breathless by the intimacy of the moment and the warmth that spread over her nether regions. So this was desire. To want someone to make love to her more than she wanted to take her next breath. She was sure she’d never felt such emotion before.
 
   “The Merchant of Venice. Unfair, fair Viola!” His eyes contained a sensual flame.
 
   She dropped her gaze to the buttercup. “Love can take many forms. Need, desire, a passing fancy. To declare it does not guarantee happiness.”
 
   “But not to declare it guarantees unhappiness.”
 
   “Perhaps only for a short time.” She looked up at him.
 
   “Or a lifetime.” He did not look away or try to disguise the desire lighting his brown eyes with chocolate depths. She took another breath, her fingers itching to stroke along his strong jaw, to pull his head down to hers. She was sure she’d never experienced lovemaking, but knew instinctively that they would be wonderful together, that he would be the perfect lover, the only lover for her.
 
   His eyes brimmed with tenderness and passion. “Viola,” he whispered.
 
   She shook her head. Mute.
 
   Rain began to fall, and grew heavier. Hugh took her hand and pulled her along with him as they ran along the lane to Nanny’s house. Seeing her to the door, he stood there, water dripping from his hat, flattening the front of his shirt against his chest. Viola wanted to grab him and draw him inside, to kiss the rain from his lips and body. She almost gasped at the lustful thoughts racing through her mind.
 
   “I’ll leave you here. But we’re not done. This conversation isn’t finished.” His eyes were full of half-promises, which thrilled her. And then he strode away through the misty rain.
 
   Viola fought to be strong. Of course it was finished. For where could it go from here? She closed the door and leaned back against it her hand to her hot cheek. Sweet torture.
 
   But, oh, so very sweet. She climbed the stairs to change her wet gown, as the certainty grew that she and Hugh would become lovers if she stayed. 
 
   Much as she longed for that to happen, she must leave before it did.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
   In a coaching-inn’s private parlor on the North Road, Rupert pushed away a pile of boiled cabbage with distaste. His two hired men stood shuffling before him, their hats in their hands.
 
   To his own ears, his cold voice seemed almost indifferent and how very untrue that was.
 
   “You were positive it was her, from the likeness I gave you?”
 
   “As sure as I stand here, y’lordship,” replied the short man.
 
   A puckered, angry red scar ran across his brow.
 
   Rupert threw down his napkin. “It was night.”
 
   “I know, y’lordship, but the full moon made it bright as day. It shined on her silvery hair. Very fine, she looked, dressed for bed as she was.”
 
   “It’s not for you to judge whether she’s pretty, my man.” He drank from his brandy glass. “If I give you a job to do, you carry it out to my orders. The woman is not to get hurt. Do I make myself perfectly clear?”
 
   “Perfectly, y’lordship,” he replied. He looked down at the floor to hide the flash of insolence in his eyes. The other huge, beast of a man, stood silent.
 
   Could he trust them? “She is to be delivered safely into my hands, unharmed in any way, or you don’t get paid. Understood?”
 
   Both the men nodded.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
   Viola knew she must leave quickly, before Hugh declared his feelings, for once the words were said she would be lost. And where would that lead them? A clandestine affair behind Lady Felicity’s back.
 
   She must dress as a man again and be gone before the two men returned. The clothes she was wearing when found would be put to good use again. They had been laundered and returned to her, which made her laugh ruefully at the time.
 
   It bothered her that she would have to borrow a horse from the stables. She regretted taking anything more from Hugh. But she had thought it through very carefully, and believed this was the best course of action. Each day she stayed here, her dependence on him increased. He would never simply abandon her to her fate. He was not that kind of man. If she became his mistress, her shame would destroy their feelings for each other.
 
   That way led to heartbreak. Knowing this kept her heart and mind directed on her course.
 
   Her plan was to ride to the first town on the London road where she could join the stage. Then she would pay a hostler to return the horse. She still had the coins Hugh had given her in Bath, which she’d forgotten to return to him. With luck on her side, traveling at night, she should be safe from prying eyes.
 
   On reaching London, she would sell her locket, which was sure to bring an adequate sum. If she was very careful and found cheap, respectable lodgings, she could manage until she found suitable employment.
 
   After packing a small, drawstring bag with the few things she would need for her journey, she hid it in the bushes while Nanny was busy in the kitchen. Then she climbed the stairs to her little attic room and sat down to write a letter, explaining why she had to leave and how she hoped to return one day to thank Nanny properly for all her loving kindnesses. Tears splashed onto the page, blurring her words. Viola sighed, crumpled the page, and reached for a fresh one. She asked Nanny to thank Hugh as well, although she would remain forever in his debt.
 
   When night fell, Viola fidgeted, picking up several books and flicking through them before putting them down again. This brought an enquiry from Nanny about her health. The time crawled by. At last, the clock chimed eight.
 
   Pausing on the landing, Viola gave Nanny a warm hug.
 
   “My goodness,” Nanny said, looking affectionately at her.
 
   “You are very lively this evening, I declare.”
 
   Viola shut her door. Would she ever see Nanny’s dear face again? She sat and waited for the sound of her soft snore. It was never long in coming. Viola picked up the pantaloons she’d thrown over a chair. These clothes and the locket were the only clues from her past. She stared at them desperately, willing her mind to remember. Had she known the boy who’d once worn them? Shaking them out, she pulled them on, finding them remarkably comfortable. There was a slight stain on one knee, which the laundress had been unable to remove. What desperate need had forced her to don these clothes months ago?
 
   A crescent moon lit her way to the stables. Molly whinnied at her arrival. Viola placed her hand over the horse’s nose and whispered words to calm her. She opened the stall gate, conscious of the candlelight flickering in the head groom’s cottage nearby.
 
   She found she had no trouble adjusting the saddle, and moved Molly to the mounting block. Leaping onto the horse’s back, she placed her feet in the stirrups. Confident in the saddle, riding astride came naturally to her. She pulled on the reins, guiding Molly with reassuring words as they followed the meandering path through the woods towards the main gate.
 
   ****
 
   Alone in his study, Hugh poured another glass of brandy. A very difficult task awaited him in the morning. How best to persuade Felicity’s parents to allow their only daughter to marry the second son of an earl instead of the arrangement they had believed so many years to be the case? 
 
   To disregard the wishes of their friends and parents, and forgo the favorable outcome of combining their estates? He would have to be very convincing to sway them, without either appearing to suffer too much from a broken heart, or display relief at being set free from an agreement that was never of his making. He wandered out onto the terrace and the night air hit him, making him stumble. He needed to sober up, as his head must be clear in the morning. 
 
   A dunking in the lake might do the trick, but he hadn’t drunk enough, for he could still reasonably accept the possibility of drowning. A worse fate, in his opinion, was to suffer the irritation of a head cold. He was seldom ill and made an extremely bad patient.
 
   Deciding to walk off his over-imbibing, he crossed the lawns, heading for the woods with a sulky, half-shrouded moon lighting his way. As his head cleared, he became conscious of Viola a few miles away in Nanny’s cottage. Hugh gave in to the indulgence of picturing her in her bed, her hair spread over the pillow. He wanted her so much his chest hurt. He was in a dangerous state.
 
   Since Felicity had spoken, it had freed something up in him and he had all but declared himself to Viola. But this business with Felicity’s parents was far from finished. He shook his head.
 
   Perhaps a dip in the cold water would prove to be the best remedy after all. But he didn’t change course, making for the bulk of the woods ahead. Not something he’d thought to do since boyhood, when he would sneak away from the house after bedtime to listen to enjoy the changes darkness wrought. 
 
   Well, he wasn’t a boy anymore and he doubted the woods would weave some magic spell over him to dispel his misery.
 
   In the years spent waiting for Felicity to grow up, he had indulged in many relationships. Beautiful women had graced his arm and his bed. 
 
   In polite society, he met many debutantes. One or two caught his eye, but none played upon his heartstrings enough for him to want to fight for them. Then Viola walked into his life and changed everything. 
 
   He had such admiration for her; she made him recall the boy he had been, fearlessly prowling these woods years ago; who had grown into a man and somehow lost his way, settling for a life that didn’t suit him. Through her, with her at his side, he could reclaim his lust for adventure. Even if it meant forgoing his station in life and everything that came with it.
 
   Hugh could easily disregard tradition for Viola. He could think of no other woman he wished to be with for the rest of his life. Her smile, her compassion, her lovely eyes filled with unaffected honesty that challenged him, her sense of fairness and her determination to find an appropriate end to her troubles. His relationships with the demi-monde suddenly seemed tawdry and made him think less of himself. Her presence here had changed him forever. He yearned to live up to her, to slay dragons for her.
 
   But at the same time, he was well aware of how the ton would react were he to marry her. They would devour her. His unsuccessful attempt to aid Princess Caroline in her fight against the divorce and banishment from the court had caused vicious gossip. 
 
   Prinny was so angry with him he would need little excuse to cut Viola, and the Beau Monde would make her life a living hell. She and Hugh would be forced to live as recluses.
 
   Despite all this, to have her by his side at Vale Park appealed to him so much he fought the impulse to go the cottage and pound on the door and claim her as his.
 
   At the sound of a horse’s whinny and a murmured response, Hugh stopped. Recent trouble with poachers made him alert to any sound. It came from somewhere nearby. He waited as the clop of hooves came closer. It was highly unusual for another soul to wander about Vale Park at night, yet a horse and rider came into view.
 
   Hugh hid behind a tree. As the rider passed, he ran out and grabbed the bridle. Spooked, the animal shied. The young rider cried out in surprise, but did well to keep their seat. As the horse reared, the thief’s hat fell off. Long tresses of moonlit hair, like a rippling, silvery waterfall, spilled over her shoulders.
 
   “Viola! What the devil?” Hugh steadied the mare, transfixed by the vision of Viola in pantaloons. He quickly came to his senses and pulled her down from the horse.
 
   She struggled in his arms. “Oh, let me go. Please, Hugh. Just let me leave.”
 
   Silent with fury, he held her hard with one arm as he looped Molly’s reins over a bush.
 
   The drawstring bag tied to the pommel came loose and emptied itself of Viola’s clothes. She wrestled against his tight hold, leaning down to pick them up, but he grabbed the bag and threw it, spreading a gown, chemise, stockings and a petticoat over the ground along with a pair of shoes.
 
   He swung her around to face him, his face close to hers.
 
   “What the deuce do you think you’re doing? I can’t believe you’re creeping off in the dead of night without saying goodbye.
 
   And dressed in this fashion?” He took her by the shoulders, aware of the possessive desperation in his voice. “Hell’s teeth! Why, Viola?”
 
   She stilled. “You are drunk, Your Grace.”
 
   At her cold, calm voice, Hugh inhaled a deep breath and dropped his hands from her shoulders. “Has this rash action come about because you’ve regained your memory?”
 
   “It’s because I haven’t!” Her eyes implored him. “You must understand. I cannot live on your hospitality forever. In London, I can find a situation as a governess.”
 
   “I’m not even half-sprung, my lady, and my understanding is perfectly clear,” he said. “Clearer than yours, it would seem. You would never reach London dressed like that!” Anger and disappointment made his voice cold and exact. “How far do you think you’d get before the lowlife’s wandering the roads at night found you?”
 
   “What would they want with me? I appear to be a penniless boy. They wouldn’t look at me twice!”
 
   “That’s no bone-setter you’re riding. They would take your horse, and ravish and murder you.” Heated to boiling point, Hugh wished he’d taken that swim. He fought to calm himself.
 
   “Have some sense, Viola. You could never hope to be a governess. Who in their right mind would take you on? No wife. You are much too alluring, and no one would employ a woman without references or family.”
 
   Viola flopped like a rag doll onto the ground. She covered her eyes with her hands. “Will you give me a reference?” she asked, her voice muffled. “It’s the last thing I’ll ask of you.”
 
   Hugh sat down beside her. “If you want so much to leave,” he said, his rage quieting to despair. “I promise to help you.”
 
   She removed her hands. Her eyes were dark pools of misery. “Oh, Hugh, don’t think I want to leave.” She put a hand to his cheek. “I have been happy here. I’ve begun to care less and less about my past. I feel at one with myself here.” She huffed out a sigh. “But what good can come of it?”
 
   At the touch of her hand, Hugh’s blood quickened, sending a warning to his brain. He wished he hadn’t had that last brandy.
 
   “My life is complicated, I admit, and right now my future uncertain. Can you not wait until I can sort things out?”
 
   “Nothing has changed, Hugh. You must get on with your life.”
 
   “I want you in it.”
 
   “I won’t become your mistress,” she said a tremor in her voice. “I won’t do that to myself or to Lady Felicity. Not to mention Nanny and your sister, don’t you see?”
 
   “I know, Viola.”
 
   “You weren’t going to ask me?”
 
   “At one time,” he confessed. “Not now.” He tipped up her chin with his finger to search her eyes. Her fringe of lashes cast dark shadows on her cheeks. “There’s a complication which may see me a free man tomorrow. It appears Felicity has fallen in love with an unsuitable fellow. I cannot say more yet.”
 
   She stared at him with rounded eyes then shook her head.
 
   “Her parents will make her see sense. It changes nothing, Hugh. I am still a scandalous woman with no past.”
 
   “Who cares what society thinks. I want you in my life. To hell with them all.”
 
   “Then I must care for you.” 
 
   Viola’s roaming gaze seemed to be committing his face to memory. It unnerved him. He wanted to make sure she wouldn’t slip away before he could make her his.
 
   She slid her arm around his neck to pull him close. “I implore you to help me to do the right thing,” she said, against his chest. “After this night I will. But I can’t leave you like this. Not like this, Hugh. ”
 
   “Viola!” he groaned, enveloped in her delicate womanly scent. Her breasts pressed against his chest. His body too long denied, hardened with desire. Could he kiss her just once? A brief touch of the lips. He’d dreamed of it often enough. Then he would take her back to the cottage. Tomorrow, when he’d sorted things out with Felicity’s parents, and his head was steadier, they would decide what was best to do.
 
   He cradled her chin in his hand, and brought his mouth down on hers. At the touch of her soft full lips, passion gripped him with a fury he couldn’t deny. His thoughts scattered and he kissed her with savage intensity. 
 
   Fighting his need, he pulled away with a groan. “Do you know how much I want you?”
 
   “Make love to me,” she whispered. “I’ve wanted you to for a long time.”
 
   “You don’t know what you’re saying.”
 
   “I want to take that memory with me.” She pulled his face down to hers, to her lips and her sweet breath. His fragile resolve deserted him.
 
   “Memory be damned,” he said fiercely. “This won’t be the last time we make love.”
 
   Hugh gave into to the exquisite emotions swirling through him and swept her up in his arms. He lay Viola down onto a pile of dry leaves. Untying her shirt, he kissed the smooth skin of her throat, before pulling it over her head. Her full breasts were soft and pale, kissed by moonlight. He shaped them with his hands and bent to taste them, the nipples firming against his tongue.
 
   “Oh!” She arched her back and clung to him.
 
   He captured her mouth again, exploring her lips and her mouth with his tongue, marveling at her response. Her hand at his nape pulled him closer, until her body molded to his, every inch of her driving him mad with desire. He pulled away to run his hands over her waist to the flare of her hips, feeling the plush warmth of her skin, the fine curve of her backside. 
 
   Lord, but he wanted her! Wanted to discover the delights awaiting him, knowing their union would be unforgettable. He had never made love to a woman he felt such a bond with. Lovemaking had always been about slating his lust. He sat up and began to shed his clothes, slipping off his shirt, boots and trousers. 
 
   Naked, his erection leapt free.
 
   Viola sat up “Oh, but you’re beautiful!” Hugh gave a guttural laugh. “Beautiful? I hardly think so.” He pulled down her pantaloons kissing his way over her body, moving down to the patch of soft, pale hair at the juncture of her thighs. He circled the pearl nestling beneath the petals of her sex with his tongue.
 
   “Oh! That’s…” Her hands found his hair, and she tugged on it, trying to pull him away. He persisted until her hands moved to his shoulders. When she cried out. Hugh lifted his head to find her gasping, her eyes wild, licking her swollen bottom lip. “I never felt such…”
 
   “I know, my love. But this may hurt for a short while.”
 
   She was moist as he edged inside her tight channel, pausing when he found what he had suspected was true. She had never known a lover. “Am I hurting you?”
 
   “Mm. A little,” she whispered.
 
   With one quick thrust, he was fully inside her.
 
   With a gasp, she tensed and clung to him, her fingers digging into his shoulders. Hugh felt her body adjust to him and began to move inside her. He worshiped her with his mouth and his hands and his whole body, wishing for her to enjoy this as much as he, but knowing the first time was never as good for a woman. He struggled to control his mounting passion, his heart so full, and when she wrapped her legs around his hips and moaned against his mouth, he was lost. 
 
   He seized her bottom and thrust rhythmically into her tight hot channel, aware of every mew of pleasure she uttered, her hands stroking his back, raking his hair, their panting breaths mingling.
 
   He couldn’t delay his orgasm and called her name into the still air as he withdrew to spill his seed onto the ground. Spent, he settled beside her and drank her in while his heart and his breath quieted.
 
   She lay on her side, one hand toying with the hair on his chest. A smile lifted her lips. 
 
   “My love.” Her shy gaze met his.
 
   “That was every bit as wonderful as I imagined.”
 
   He could do it better, much better, but they had a lifetime to learn each other’s bodies. It was a very promising beginning. He raised his brows with a glimmer of humor. 
 
   “You imagined?”
 
   He loved it when her hands went to her cheeks. “I confess I had given it some thought, although I’d little to go on.”
 
   “I’ve learned more about you tonight.” He bent to tongue a taut nipple causing her to laugh and wriggle.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You’re a passionate, wonderful lover, and you have never been married.”
 
   “It would seem I haven’t,” she said, with a frown. “I wish I could be sure.”
 
   “We will learn the truth, sweetheart. We’ll take it day by day.”
 
   But first, an unpleasant interrogation awaited him and Felicity. He hoped Felicity could be persuasive, for he would not back down. The matter would be resolved. It must. Viola and he would marry as soon as possible.
 
   He propped his head on his elbow and gazed down at her, his eyes feasting on her beauty. He was her first love and was determined to be the last. 
 
   “You are mine now, Viola.” Her eyes were deep pools of midnight violet, her expression hard to read.
 
   “I’ll ride to London tomorrow and shake up Bow Street. I intend to return with answers. We must plan the rest of our life together.”
 
   Viola began to gather her clothes. “I wish we could stay like this, but I must go back before Nanny realizes I’ve gone.”
 
   He leapt up and took her hand, drawing her to her feet.
 
   “You’re not sorry we made love, are you?”
 
   “Never, never, never.”
 
   “And you promise you’ll wait for me to return from London?”
 
   “Yes.” her voice was muffled beneath the garment she pulled over her head “I give you my promise, Hugh.”
 
   “We are like Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden,” he said with a laugh.
 
   “As long as there’s no nasty serpent around,” she said, reaching for her pantaloons.
 
   After they’d dressed, Hugh untethered Molly and they walked towards the stables, his arm around her waist.
 
   They stabled the horse and strolled down the lane.
 
   Nearing the cottage, Hugh drew her close. “Know that I love you,” he said, his voice a husky whisper. “I want to take you home with me right now to my bed, where we can enjoy each other properly.”
 
   She shook her head. “No bed of silk will ever be as sweet for me as that bed of leaves.”
 
   “It will, I promise.” He tilted her chin, gazing into her eyes. “I mean to make love to you slowly. To wake up in the morning with you beside me.”
 
   She touched his cheek and sighed. “I pray that day shall come, but until then, tonight will fill my dreams.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
   Viola crept upstairs, and ripped up the note she’d left for Nanny. She climbed into her bed and hugged to herself every detail of their lovemaking. Her body tingled, and she tucked her hands between her legs with a delighted shiver. She would remember what happened between them for the rest of her life.
 
   But it could never happen again. His declarations filled her with joy, but they must be realistic. A vision crept unwelcome into her thoughts: herself as Hugh’s mistress. It brought a thrill of pleasure and a flush to her face, as she envisioned herself reclining on a chaise, awaiting his company in some silken boudoir. She had not understood the power of love. How it took over your mind and body and joined a man and woman together body and soul. How could she now live without such love? It would be worth almost anything. Even the fact that they could never marry….
 
   She sat up in bed, her hands to her cheeks as the horrified and dismayed faces of Nanny, Clarissa, and Felicity flashed before her eyes. She couldn’t bear to hurt them, to suffer their disdain, just as she knew she could never share Hugh with another, or have their babies born on the wrong side of the blanket. 
 
   Doing a wrong to others never brought happiness or peace. She had no idea of her life before she came here, but no matter how much she loved him, she could not live as Hugh’s bit of muslin. And she refused to bring scandal down upon his head when it appeared others in the ton were keen to do so.
 
   But Hugh would help her now. He had promised and he was a man who kept his promises, although the realization brought her no measure of comfort.
 
   She lay down with a sigh.
 
   Oh, how impossible it all was! She should be devastated, but a smile lingered, as she recalled the pleasing weight of Hugh’s strong body atop hers, the exquisite feelings he provoked once the initial discomfort passed. She moaned and her face grew hot when she recalled what pleasure he had wrought with his hands, his body and his mouth. 
 
   How could she now live without him?
 
   ****
 
   Hugh woke smiling, and shook his head in wonder at the memory of the previous night. He could blame the brandy for his lack of self-control, but Viola’s breathtaking loveliness tampered with his reason. He’d wished to give things time to develop, to win her over with his good character. 
 
   Never mind. All would be well soon. They would have a wonderful life together. He remembered how she clung to him. How she moved under him.
 
   He looked forward to showing her more of lovemaking. She was so passionate!
 
   All the pleasures they would share together. A lifetime of sharing. He rolled over and groaned. 
 
   Damn! He needed to be with her.
 
   He wanted so much to ask Viola to marry him. He wanted so much to protect her from whatever it was that had so terrified her. And he hoped he could attend to the matters ahead with Felicity’s parents with some semblance of grace, but he was determined now that the arrangement was at an end. 
 
   If they disinherited Felicity, he must stand by her. She was such an innocent and the ton could be so cruel. They would find a way through this.
 
   After their meeting, he would ride to London. He prayed to God that the Bow Street Runners had discovered something of Viola’s past. All he could think of was when he and Viola could be wed, the sooner the better. He would take everything on his shoulders and protect her from the worst that Society could throw at them, which meant making his peace with Prinny. Eating humble pie if need be. In time, people would come to love Viola. She would make a fine Duchess, regal and beautiful.
 
   He rose and waved his valet away. “I need a portmanteau packed. After I write a letter, I’m riding to London.”
 
   “How long shall I pack for, Your Grace?”
 
   “A few days at most.”
 
   Hugh went to his writing desk, dipped the quill into the inkwell, and paused for a moment, thinking. The letter was composed with his mind conscious of haste, not etiquette. He read it again, blotted it, and applied the wax seal. Then, throwing back his chair, he called for his shaving water. He was eager to be gone.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
   The day Hugh departed for London; Viola went for her usual ride. First telling Nanny, she asked Ned, the stable boy, to saddle Molly for her. “Barton’s not here at present, Miss Viola,” the boy replied. “He’s gone on an urgent errand to the village.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. I have no need of a groom. I know my way blindfolded now, Ned.”
 
   She chose her usual route along the river and into the cool, dappled woods. Molly trotted along the path through the trees as her thoughts turned to the future. She hoped Hugh would return with important news. He had come to see her before he left, but could say little under Nanny’s watchful eye. 
 
   Viola yearned to tell him she would never regret what happened between them. She had watched him ride away, her throat aching. Soon, she must leave him, but armed with his letter of recommendation at least, if not some knowledge of her past.
 
   The beauty of the wood lifted her spirits. Squirrels darted along tree branches, a graceful young deer danced away to safety, and a guinea fowl, disturbed from its nest, rose into the air. 
 
   How she wished she could stay here forever.  At a sound like a man’s cough, her peace evaporated. She chided herself for her fears. It could be a grounds man, workman or even the gamekeeper, but the hairs on the back of her neck stirred. 
 
   Sensing she was watched, she turned Molly’s head and led the horse back the way they’d come. Aware that the birds had fallen silent, a chill ran up her spine. The beauty of the woods turned into something sinister. She urged the horse on, scolding herself for her ridiculous flight of fancy, when five or six more guinea fowl burst from the bushes ahead in a flurry of flapping wings.
 
   Molly whinnied.
 
   Heart thudding in her ears, Viola urged Molly into canter, but pulled back up on the reins when low tree branches threatened to detach her head from her shoulders. She would soon reach where the path widened and could urge the horse to go faster.
 
   She was almost clear of the thicket, when two men came out of the bushes at a run. A brute with a scarred face seized the bridle. She kicked out at them, her half-boot connecting with the smaller man’s chin. 
 
   He fell back, cursing. Viola rode on through the thicket, losing all sense of direction. Sensing her fear, Molly whinnied and reared. As Viola fought to keep her seat, the beefy man with small cruel eyes grabbed her skirt. She slid backwards.
 
   Grasping her by the waist, he dragged her down from the horse.
 
   Viola’s scream was cut short by a dirty hand covering her mouth and nose. She fought him, terrified she would suffocate, her legs thrashing uselessly in the air.
 
   “Keep her still, Alf,” the other man hissed. He produced a bottle from his pocket and yanked out the stopper.
 
   Poison?
 
   Viola squirmed and struggled against the man’s hold, but he shook her like a doll.
 
   Her cry became a whimper as they forced her mouth open and poured a liquid that smelled of cloves down her throat. 
 
   Viola spluttered and choked. She spat some out, but couldn’t avoid swallowing a good deal of it. When she tried to draw breath for another scream, they poured in some more. A strange languor possessed her limbs and her body grew heavy. She desperately tried to keep her eyes open, but her vision blurred and everything slid away.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Something dug into Viola’s cheek. She raised her head from the button on the crimson velvet squabs and dizzily looked around.
 
   She was in a coach. One she recognized. She could hear the cracking of a whip. They were traveling very fast, the carriage rocking violently on its springs. She dragged herself up into a sitting position, her head fuzzy and strange. 
 
   Waves of nausea rolled over her, making her afraid she’d vomit. Her hair fell into her eyes, half-blinding her, and she pulled it back with shaking fingers.
 
   She knew the fair-haired man sitting opposite her in a dark-blue greatcoat of Bath superfine. The tormenter of her dreams.
 
   “My sleeping beauty awakes. Viola, isn’t that the name you’ve been using?”
 
   A fury gripped her, tightening her stomach. She leaned forward, her hands curling into fists. 
 
   “I know you murdered my father, Rupert.”
 
   “Did I? If I had it would have been a mercy surely.” He scowled. “I go to all this trouble to return you to your home and that’s the thanks I get? I even bought a new coat for the occasion.”
 
   “He was ill, but not on the verge of death that day,” she croaked, finding her throat horribly dry. She felt leaden, as if a physician had opened a vein and blood slowly drained from her body.
 
   “Why should I kill a dying man?”
 
   “I saw you come out of his room when I’d been gone for only a few minutes. I found him dead.” Her voice rose. “You were impatient, weren’t you? You’d waited years for this.” She clamped her lips on a sob. “And I could believe anything of you.”
 
   The memories came flooding back. The horror of that moment and the frantic dash, which followed, right up to the moment when she fell onto the road near Molton’s Cross.
 
   “So, Cousin, your memory has returned. Have you known for some time? And preferred to hide your secrets perhaps.” His eyes turned bright green. “While having a nice old time with the Duke of Vale. Romping together in the fields. Are you still an innocent?”
 
   It cut too close to the bone, but her anger helped her.
 
   “None of your business.”
 
   “Well, that’s where you are wrong, Cousin.” Rupert smiled thinly, his smooth-skinned face with the straight family nose as handsome as ever. He hadn’t inherited the family’s violet-blue eyes. His were green, flat, and oddly lifeless, like an autumn leaf just before it curls up and dies. They turned a vivid green when he was angry and when he gambled or rode some poor horse too hard. They were emerald now.
 
   Studying his arrogant face, she realized she had never completely trusted him. Those years spent together as children, when they’d run free and ridden together, even then she sensed he kept a part of himself hidden. Only now did she understand what drove him to that awful act of betrayal.
 
   How he had charmed her father. Poor Father. He had believed, almost to the last, that he was leaving her in safe hands.
 
   She shuddered, looking at those hands now, remembering how cruel Rupert could be.
 
   He was talking. It was vital to keep him calm, to give her time to plan. Defeat seeped into her bones, into her very marrow.
 
   “Are you listening, Rosalind?” Rupert demanded. “You are not attending. Shall I repeat how much expense I have had to endure? And with my limited means.” His smile was more of a sneer, but she suspected it was designed to hide the blow to his pride. “Your running away has put my plans on hold far too long. We shall remedy that as soon as we are back at Merryville House.”
 
   She wondered what his mad plan was, but didn’t want to hear it. “How did you get past the gatekeeper at Vale Park?”
 
   He gave a smug smile. “We found a break in the wall, about a mile down the road.”
 
   “You cannot make me stay with you.”
 
   “You shall have to, my dear Rosie.” He examined his blue cuff, carefully brushing off a trace of dirt. “Your options are few and for most part unpleasant, and as far as I am aware, things have not changed.”
 
   “I’ve told the people at Vale Park about you. You must let me go.” Rosie heard the panic in her voice and bit her lip.
 
   Rupert leaned forward, placing his hands on the seat either side of her knees, his face close to hers. His eyes were bloodshot and his breath smelled of alcohol. He was always too fond of drink and the dice. He had gambled away his inheritance long ago. He had committed himself to this dreadful act and must now be determined.
 
   “I sent my man to the village to distract Vale’s groom after I discovered your habit of riding every morning. Some things never change, eh? Easy to learn about the charming young woman with pale hair staying on the estate and living as the duke’s guest. She had lost her memory, and was found out on the road near Molton’s Cross.” He sat back in his seat again. “But the gossip centers more on how she was found. Dressed as a male servant? That’s infra dig, is it not, Cousin? I never suspected you capable of such a thing, I confess. Perhaps you’d like to tell me how you came there. Please fill me in on what has happened since we last met. I’m dying to know.”
 
   He cocked an eyebrow. He knew he had her. She was helpless, the fight almost gone out of her. But she would rather die than spend her life with Rupert. He could kill her so easily.
 
   She wondered why he hadn’t. It wouldn’t be his conscience, surely. She understood now. His fury was laid bare. The source, something beyond either his or Rosie’s control. He was filled with hate. 
 
   He hated that he had not inherited Merryville House—hated that her father had refused to change the ancient entail, which left the estate to her. He had never accepted that his father was the second son, and when he died, he left Rupert almost penniless.
 
   Rupert hid all this under a layer of charm when he’d come offering to help her father. Then he’d taken over the running of the estate as soon as her father’s control had slipped.
 
   Almost against her wishes, Rosie remembered that awful morning when her father had lain upstairs, his final breath spent. How she’d frozen with horror at finding all her faithful servants dismissed. But not Jim. Rupert knew better than to dismiss him; his skill with the horses was invaluable.
 
   Why hadn’t she tried harder to stop Rupert? Was there a time when she could? She seldom left her father’s bedside after he became desperately ill, and this left Rupert to his own devices.
 
   Too late did she grasp the true extent of his villainy.
 
   She must not think of how shocking it had been. She was determined not to show Rupert any sign of weakness.
 
   “I expected you to head for town,” he said. “I have had my men searching every inn between York and London. I didn’t expect you to appear in Bath, but I sent them there just in case. And there you were, strutting about like a princess, with the Merryville locket round you neck. But you covered your tracks well, Cousin. You made me very angry. You know that mare, Jessie—your favorite?”
 
   Oh no, not Jessie. Rosie’s stomach contracted in fear.
 
   “I’m afraid I took my anger out on her.” Rupert laughed that light, dry laugh of his, as if he didn’t care about anything or anyone. “That groom of yours, Jim, I’ll swear he whisked her away somewhere, for when I went to ride her the next day, he told me she had broken loose and bolted. I didn’t believe it, of course, but I let it go. I had bigger things to worry about, did I not? For you had to be found.” He tried to take her hand in his, but she recoiled. He scowled. “I will deal with Jim when we get home. He’ll learn who is boss.
 
   “Now, Rosie. Tell me, please, how you came to live with the Duke of Vale, no less. I want the whole.” He settled back and crossed his legs.
 
   Thank God for Jim. She wouldn’t argue now. She would discover how best to handle Rupert by the time they reached York. “You lied to Father, didn’t you?” Rosie stared him down.
 
   His gaze slid away. “He was always such a weakling, your beloved father.”
 
   “He couldn’t help being an invalid.”
 
   Rupert shuffled on the seat, pulling at his gloves. “He was too much in his books and he neglected his duty to you. He should at least have taken you to London, given you a Season there. No doubt, he knew he’d lose you then.”
 
   Rosie was incensed for her father’s sake. “He begged me to go. It’s probably hard for you to understand, being so fond of Society and the gaming tables, but I was happy at Merryville House. Father and I enjoyed our life there, and our quiet times. Breeding horses, reading and talking together. I loved him. You are too cruel, Rupert.”
 
   He leaned forward and pulled a lock of her hair. “Glad you didn’t cut your lovely hair. You were always a tomboy, Cousin. A game ‘un. All those summers we spent together. Why, you’d climb a tree higher than any boy dared to go.”
 
   Rosie bit her lip. Hadn’t she accused Hugh of that same flaw? She straightened her shoulders. It wasn’t a failing; it was a desire to live life to the full, not hide away in fear of censure. She would never be prepared to live that way again.
 
   “My uncle sought to tame you, and keep you close,” Rupert continued, coiling a lock around his finger.
 
   Rosie jerked her hair away from his hand. “He did not, I tell you! It was my choice to stay.” She refused to blame her father for wanting to protect her.
 
   He gave a wry grin. “I can’t believe you didn’t want more from life than that, my adventurous and passionate Rosie.”
 
   At the sad pull on her heart, Rosie said nothing.
 
   “Enough of this,” Rupert replied, eyeing her with impatience. “I want details.”
 
   Rosie was so weary of it all, she could barely get out the words. Wretched and tired, she struggled not to break down. To edit it into a palatable tale for him was too much for her. Despair that she would never see Hugh again, and her vulnerability for what lay ahead, rendered her silent.
 
   Rupert would never understand such emotions. What it was to love someone, and be loved in return. To find yourself in another.
 
   “I took clothes from the stable boy. I had to get away…before…”
 
   Rupert’s eyes lost their lazy cynicism. A flash of emerald lit their depths. “You will be mine, one way or t'uther, Cousin.”
 
   “I waited until you drove into town to make arrangements for Father’s burial.” Her voice wavered. “I didn’t even get to see him laid to rest.”
 
   He looked at her oddly. “It was properly done. You could have waited for the funeral. I would not have insisted on my conjugal rights until it was seemly.”
 
   Married! She didn’t want to face it. With her father’s body still warm, she was held against her will and forced into a marriage ceremony with a strange preacher Rupert had brought from somewhere far away. And then that mad, headlong, desperate escape before he could lay his hands upon her. She must get away again, before he claimed his rights as her husband. But where could she go? 
 
   Not back to Vale Park. She mentally shook herself, refusing to give in to dark thoughts.
 
   “Please continue.”
 
   “I had my locket, and a few other trinkets I hoped to sell in London. I would have retrieved the family jewels from the bank vault if I’d had time. I had a little money, but I didn’t dare wait to catch the mail coach from York, so I drove the trap until the horse was almost blown. I left it at a hostelry.”
 
   “I found it.”
 
   As she spoke of it, she was back there, at the squalid inn with the dust rising. She had eaten little in the last few weeks of her father’s illness. Hunger and fear weakened her resolve. So did the coarse innkeeper’s curiosity. His look made her doubt her masquerade would hold up for long. She waited on tenderhooks for him to see through her disguise as her plans for an orderly escape by mail coach deserted her.
 
   “I overheard a merchant stacking his dray with goods say he was heading for London. When he left the yard for a moment, I climbed onto the wagon and hid behind some sacks.”
 
   “A rough ride for one bred in cotton wool!”
 
   “Worth every bruise and bump to get to London.”
 
   “Who’s left of the family in London?” Rupert mused, his eyes watching her keenly. “Don’t bother to lie. I know. It is Aunt Rebecca.”
 
   “I don’t even know if she’s still alive,” she confessed.
 
   “Well, she is. It was the first place I had my men check. Without her knowing, of course. You would have had no help from that source. Your father saw to that too.”
 
   “Father wanted to mend the rift. He wished me to visit her and planned to write to her. But then his health grew worse, and I couldn’t leave him.”
 
   You were such a dutiful daughter, Cousin. Go on with your sad tale, please.”
 
   She caught a glimpse of something other than amused spite in his face. Could it possibly be respect, or affection? 
 
   She doubted him capable of either, but she might use it to escape. She continued, “When the merchant stopped to check his load, he found me.”
 
   She closed her eyes, back there, and swallowed as her belly roiled.
 
   The man turned over a sack and found her crouching behind it.
 
   Cursing her, he yanked her off the cart. His small eyes lit up when he discovered her sex. Holding her hard against his chest, he dragged her away from the road, into the bushes. His sweaty hands pawed at her. 
 
   Bile rose in her throat as she realized his intent.
 
   Fear made her strong. As he held her with one hand and attempted to undo his trousers, she pushed him back and slipped from his grasp.
 
   She climbed through a hole in a fence. The big man bellowed in frustration when he couldn’t follow. Finding herself on a farm, she ran in search of the farmer. He wasn’t about. In the far corner of the barn, she hid under the hay, piling straw over herself as she struggled to control her rasping breath.
 
   The cart driver found a way in and crashed about, threatening to kill her when he got his hands on her. He came so close to where she hid she could smell him. She lay motionless, her limbs cramping from the tension. Swearing, he stabbed at the hay with a pitchfork; its prongs landing so close it pulled her hair.
 
   Rosie bit her lip to stop from crying out and tasted blood.
 
   With a snarl of impatience, he threw the fork away and stamped out. After what seemed like hours, his curses grew fainter. He was moving away. Then silence.
 
   When she finally left the barn, the sun had lowered in the west and the shadows lengthened. Her teeth chattered with the shock and cold. The farmer would appear at any moment, but she was afraid and trusted no one. She had never felt so alone.
 
   She opened her eyes and the scene faded. “When he found me to be a woman, he became …difficult.”
 
   “Beauty provoketh thieves sooner than gold.”
 
   “He took my jewels and bag of clothes. After that, I had no recourse but to borrow—”
 
   “Steal!” Rupert interjected.
 
   “If you like. But I intended to have the horse returned as soon as I could. It wasn’t used to being ridden.”
 
   “And you bareback, I suppose.” Rupert hooted with laughter. “I would have given anything to see you arrive in Oxford like that!”
 
   She felt oddly out of place, light-headed and disconcerted by their shifting lives. The cousin she had grown up with had murdered her father. 
 
   Her anger was hot and vengeful. She would bide her time.
 
   “You must have been off your game. I know what a good rider you are.”
 
   “It shied at something. A fox, I think. And the brute must have thrown me. The horse found its way home. I’ve been staying in a cottage on the estate ever since, as you know.”
 
   Rupert raised a brow. “You couldn’t have remained there long, surely. Unless the duke took a fancy to you?”
 
   She looked down at her hands, knowing he watched her.
 
   “Did he force you, Rosie?”
 
   “You think I would remain there if he raped me?”
 
   “If he did he’s dead,” he said smoothly, with no expression on his face. “What did he want with you, then?”
 
   “He’s a generous, nobleman. He only wished to help.”
 
   “You think so? Everyone wants something. Time you realized it.” 
 
   It mattered not what Rupert thought. She turned her gaze to the countryside rolling past the window. She would not allow Rupert to destroy what little she had.
 
   “Well, it’s good to have you back. You should rest. We have a way to go until we reach the inn.” He appeared confident she would remain compliant. She might use that too.
 
   The Oxfordshire landscape disappeared as the carriage carried her away, back to Yorkshire and Merryville House. There was no joy in returning to her home. Life there would never equal the contented, peaceful years of her youth, gone forever with the passing of her father.
 
   And, worse, Rosie now bore a new longing, just as painful and raw. That night in the wood with Hugh awoke in her a desire to give herself to him, heart, soul and body. She was filled with despair that Hugh would think badly of her, believing she’d broken her promise to wait for his return. Rosie was helpless to set it right. 
 
   She sighed, knowing he would be better off with her gone. Felicity may have been trying to make Hugh jealous. To be assured of his love. Whatever Felicity had said, and for whatever reason, Hugh would marry her, and forget Rosie had ever come to Vale Park.
 
   Tears she no longer cared to withhold stole from her closed lids and crept unheeded down her cheeks.
 
   If Rupert saw she cried, he said nothing.
 
   When the coach finally pulled off the road, the inn was a dilapidated Tudor building, its roof in need of repair. The innkeeper, a rough fellow, came forward to greet them. He knew Rupert, doffing his hat and addressing him by name.
 
   Not the sort of establishment Rupert would normally frequent, which could work in her favor. She may find an ally here.
 
   Rupert left her at her chamber door, instructing her to freshen up for dinner. Her mind busy conceiving a way to escape,
 
   Rosie roamed the threadbare room, with little more than a bed with a thin coverlet, a chair, and a basin and jug on the dresser.
 
   When a servant entered with hot water, Rosie spied the big man in the corridor, standing guard at her door.
 
   “He’s as stupid as he is large,” the maid said with a laugh. “What’s he doing hanging about?”
 
   “What’s your name?” Rosie asked, her as she poured water into the basin.
 
   “Sally, Miss. It’s very romantic, Miss,” the girl said, with a gap-toothed smile. “You and your husband just wedded.”
 
   Rosie put her fingers to her lips. “I am being abducted,” she whispered. She grasped the maid’s sleeve. “Please can you help me?”
 
   The girl’s eyes widened, but then she giggled. “The master told me you’d be shy about it. That’s the fashion with your set. I think it’s a waste me self. I’d bed such a fine clothed gentleman given half a chance.”
 
   “You don’t understand. That man outside is standing guard. My life is in danger!”
 
   Sally’s mouth dropped open. “In danger?” she repeated.
 
   “Please keep your voice down. I can pay you later, if you help me.”
 
   “Oh no, Miss. I don’t want your money.”
 
   Exasperated, Rosie shook her arm. ‘Will you help me anyway?”
 
   “But how can I do that, miss? I’m just a servant here.”
 
   Rosie drew her over to the window. The thatch roof was steep. Impossible to climb down.
 
   “After supper, I’ll try to return alone. They will lock me in for the night. All you need do is unlock the door for me. I’ll return to thank you as soon as I can. And I’ll bring some of my clothes. You and I are about the same size.”
 
   The maid studied Rosie’s fine riding habit. “Your dresses?”
 
   “Yes. My green sprigged muslin would suit your red hair.”
 
   “Ooh. I like the idea of sprigged muslin.”
 
   Rosie grew impatient. Time was growing short; any minute someone would arrive to take her to Rupert’s private parlor.
 
   “Later tonight,” she spoke slowly as if to a child, “when that man outside the door goes down to the tavern. Will you come?”
 
   Sally nodded her head. “I can’t promise, mind. Not if that giant be outside the door.”
 
   “Please do your best, Sally. My life depends on it. I’ll be so grateful. You shall have my pearls.”
 
   “Pearls! Well I never…and the muslin?”
 
   “And the muslin,” Rosie assured her.
 
   Sally nodded. “I’ll be back later, now don’t you worry!” She hurried to the door, threw it open, glared at the man outside and banged it shut.
 
   Rosie washed her hands, dipped a cloth into the bowl, and pressed warm water to her face and neck. She smoothed her hair back from her brow, not feeling much better. Sally could change her mind, or the door might be guarded. And even if she could escape, Rosie had no idea how she would reach London. But she had to try.
 
   Rupert’s big henchman banged on the door and escorted her downstairs. 
 
   In the private parlor, Rupert sat at the table abusing a servant. He wasn’t enjoying the comforts of this inn any more than she was. She only half-listened to his complaints about the food: the meat was tough, the soup salty. 
 
   He had a point, but it hardly mattered. She had little appetite. She picked at the cold meat, and pushed the soup plate away. Would Rupert come to her tonight and force himself on her?
 
   It was unthinkable. 
 
   A morsel of food threatened to lodge in her throat, and she quickly took a sip of wine.
 
   “You would be wise to eat something. We’ll be on the road again at first light. There won’t be time for a decent meal until we reach home.”
 
   It’s my home! She fumed. Not yours.
 
   “I have a terrible stomach ache,” she said. “That horrid drink your men forced down my throat has made me bilious.”
 
   Rupert looked at her with distaste. “A good night’s sleep will put you to rights.”
 
   Rosie took a deep breath. “Yes, I trust that it will.”
 
   After the plates were removed, Rupert sent her to her chamber. She sat on the bed still dressed in her riding outfit, waiting for the inn to grow quiet. 
 
   Hours passed, and rowdy singing still floated up from the taproom. She began to lose hope and curled up on the bed. Her eyelids drooped as sleep threatened to overtake her.
 
   A clunk as a key turned in the lock. 
 
   Rosie came wide-awake with a jolt. She was on her feet, her heart pounding. She almost sobbed with relief when Sally crept into the room holding a candle. “That big oaf is in the taproom. Won’t leave until he’s drunk his fill,” she said. “And that will take a goodly amount.
 
   You’ll have to go out through the kitchen. It will be all right, Cook has gone to bed.”
 
   Rosie followed Sally out the door. Thankfully, the corridor outside was deserted. She had decided to steal a horse. 
 
   She would ride until she came to the first respectable house she came to and throw herself on the mercy of its occupants. They may take pity on her and help her get to London. Such an idea was fraught with danger, but she could think of nothing else.
 
   Rosie tiptoed down the stairs after Sally. They moved slowly along the corridor. Drunken laughter erupted through the taproom door. She doubted Rupert would consort with that lot.
 
   Would he be asleep? 
 
   She didn’t trust him a jot. They walked carefully through the deserted kitchen. Sally unlocked the back door.
 
   “I don’t wish to get you in trouble. I’ll leave you here. Bless you, Sally.” Rosie gave the young maid’s arm a squeeze. “I won’t forget you.”
 
   Rosie darted out into the yard, shuddering from fear and cold as the misty darkness swirled around her. She crossed the slippery cobbles.
 
   She entered the warm stables smelling of manure, horse and straw, straining her eyes in the poor light. Suddenly, a hard hand grabbed her shoulder and whirled her around. 
 
   “Taking an evening constitutional before bed?” Rupert’s voice came out of the darkness. “We share the same thought, Cousin.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   “You are much too silent,” Rupert said. “I would have some conversation from you.” Rosie’s pleas of an upset stomach had succeeded in keeping him away from her for the rest of the night, but he had planted his man back in the corridor to make sure she didn’t escape again. Her disappointment was bitter in her mouth, mixed with the fear that the oaf outside might choose to enter and sample his boss’s wares as Rupert had threatened, should she misbehave again. 
 
   Rosie had tossed and turned until dawn and rose exhausted. She forced down bread and butter, and drank several cups of strong tea to fortify herself for the difficult journey ahead.
 
   She and Rupert were now rattling along in the coach again, much closer to their destination, and she couldn’t hide her fury.
 
   “You have been vile, Rupert. You cannot hope for success. I’m asking you to consider another plan. Let me go. There is enough left of the estate to make both of us comfortable. You can have the money. I shall keep my house.”
 
   “But it should be my estate, I am the earl.”
 
   “Earl of Merryville you may be, Rupert. However, the house is mine. Take the money, establish yourself elsewhere.”
 
   He raised his brows. “There is a way I can have both.”
 
   She shivered, and waited for him to elaborate.
 
   “My reasons for marrying you were not just to gain control of the Merryville Estate.”
 
   This was another of his tricks! “What then?”
 
   “If we have a child, the Merryville name will remain linked to the Estate.”
 
   Her whole body recoiled with horror. “I think not.” Her voice was loud with anger and scorn.
 
   “It shall be as I say. I wished to persuade you to the sense of it, but you left me no alternative.”
 
   “Surely you don’t think I’ll ever love you, Rupert. Your behavior has made me hate and fear you.”
 
   His expression was hungry and lustful. “It matters not, Rosie. We shall deal nicely together.”
 
   “You are mad!”
 
   “Mad? No, my dear, my course of action is very sensible.”
 
   Repulsed, Rosie clenched her hands into fists, longing to strike his chest, if only she was a man! “It will not work! I shall be miserable and I will make you so.”
 
   “I would advise you to try and accept it. You must resign yourself to your fate. You are my wife. You have no one to champion your cause. Thank your dear departed papa for that, for he kept you too long out of society. Even your nearest neighbors know you hardly at all. You will not run away again, for you will be watched too closely.” He shrugged. “And if you did, where would you go?” 
 
   Incredibly, this seemed to be his way of reasoning with her. 
 
   “Come, let this be an end to your protests. I will be good to you. You shall want for nothing.”
 
   Rupert was mad. How could he think for a moment she would acquiesce to his delusional proposal? 
 
   She listened to the kerchunk, kerchunk of the coach wheels, her mind drifting back.
 
   Hugh. His voice. His face. 
 
   The passion they shared in their forest bedchamber. A bittersweet reflection she tucked away into a corner of her heart forever.
 
   ****
 
   Hugh rode back to Vale Park eager to tell Viola the news. Now that Felicity was settled with her new beau, there appeared to be little standing in the way of him and Viola marrying, but he was plagued with doubt, a feeling foreign to him. He would not feel confident until all obstacles had gone and they stood before the altar. 
 
   The first thing would be to return Viola to her family, and learn what had caused her to run away.
 
   Surely, her memory would return when she was restored to her home and family. He dismounted and walked his tired horse, thinking of the locket that had brought him to an old lady’s door in Park Lane. 
 
   The Bow Street runner had done his job. He’d discovered the crest to be that of the Merryville family.
 
   The Merryville’s of North Yorkshire could trace their lineage back to the Duke of Normandy in the eleventh century, so Lady Redcliffe proudly informed him. 
 
   She lived in a comfortable townhouse in Mayfair, alone, apart from her servants.
 
   He found her dressed from head to toe in deep mourning, with a lace shawl about her shoulders and jet dangling from her ears. She’d worn black, she informed him, since her husband passed away these ten years past. 
 
   He guessed she would never have been considered a beauty, but for her eyes, which were the same violet blue as Viola’s. Her abrupt manner mellowed after several glasses of Madeira. He had told her only the sketchiest of details, but she was intent on aiding him in what she called ‘his quest’.
 
   “She has none of the Yorkshire burr, Lady Redcliffe.”
 
   “Possibly not. William, Albert, and I spent most of our childhood in Somerset and never acquired it. I didn’t care much for my younger brother, Albert. He was an unpleasant fellow. I heard of his death some years ago.” She twisted a rope of grey pearls at her throat with fingers bent and misshapen by rheumatism. “William may have departed this world also. He became a semi-invalid after a riding accident, which damaged his spine when he was just a stripling.
 
   “I was against his marriage, I have to confess. Not because the girl was French, but because she was a delicate little thing herself. Terribly unsuitable for him. We were not brought up to marry for love. Quite the opposite, in fact. My marriage to Redcliffe was arranged. We had no say in the proceedings at all. These days, conventions seem less important.
 
   “I thought at the time that William, as elder son, should have made a more responsible choice. He married a girl with beauty, but no fortune.”
 
   Lady Redcliffe’s face flushed pink, and her voice cracked. “I don’t feel that way now. Jasper and I came to love one another, and I couldn’t deny anyone that.”
 
   “Life is worth little without love, my lady.”
 
   “Eh?” She looked at him sharply. “You know then, don’t you. My brother William was a scholarly fellow,” she went on. “I know his wife, Juliette, died in childbirth. I’ve never met their child, the girl of which you speak. I don’t even know her name.”
 
   She paused, looking at him directly, squaring her shoulders.
 
   “From what you’ve told me, she’s an exceptional young woman.
 
   I’d love to meet my niece, Vale. When you find her, will you bring her to me? I’d like to make amends. I’m old now, and may not live much longer. Jasper and I weren’t blessed with children.”
 
   After another sip of Madeira, she tapped him on the arm with her fan. 
 
   “I’d enjoy introducing her to society. I doubt she’s ever been to London. Do you think she would like that?”
 
   “I don’t know, Lady Redcliffe,” he said, a smile hovering on his lips. “She may have other plans.”
 
   “Oh, well, I hope she will come,” she replied. “She will want to marry.” She cast him a sideways glance. “Especially, if she’s inherited the Merryville’s passionate nature.”
 
   *****
 
   Hugh fought the urge to ride hammer and tongs to Viola’s side, but he had to consider his horse. When he finally arrived back at Vale Park, he was shocked to discover that Rosie had been missing for three days. 
 
   Nanny was beside herself with worry. “They are still searching,” she told him breathlessly. “At first they followed the way she usually rode, you know, along the river and through the woods. I was terrified she had fallen and hurt herself, but they had no luck in finding her or her horse. Now they are searching everywhere.”
 
   Hugh gasped at the pain, as if a sword had been plunged into his chest. He could not believe Viola had run away. Would not believe it! She gave him her word. She must have met with an accident. 
 
   Could she be lying somewhere hurt, or worse? 
 
   The thought skittered away as he refused to accept such a possibility.
 
   Not his Viola. She was a fine rider. Had what happened between them in the wood driven her away? Might she have thought the situation too impossible? 
 
   She was afraid of bringing scandal to his name.
 
   As if reading his thoughts, Nanny said, “She was dressed in her riding clothes, Hugh, and took none of her things with her.”
 
   Quelling his fears, Hugh called for his agent. “I want every inch of the grounds covered, Drew”, he said. “Every acre. Get everyone on it. Send a man to neighboring houses and to the village.”
 
   Hugh called for a fresh horse and roamed the fields along the river, his heart growing heavier by the minute. He returned long after darkness had fallen knowing he would not sleep one night until she was found.
 
   The next morning, as he ate a quick breakfast before riding out again, a man came to the house, carrying Viola’s hat.
 
   “It was in the home wood, Your Grace.”
 
   Hugh held the hat in his hands, turning it over, remembering the day Viola had plucked its feather to give to a little girl. “Take me to the spot.”
 
   The hat had been found a mile or so from the main gates.
 
   Hugh questioned the gatekeeper. He had seen nothing and had not opened the gates to anyone except Hugh. They searched down the miles of stone walls that bordered Hugh’s property with the road. 
 
   Hugh examined the ground for hours, eventually discovering part of the wall had fallen away. Near it were snapped twigs and hoof marks. There had been more than one horse. She had not left alone.
 
   “She left with someone, Your Grace,” his groom said.
 
   “Hell’s teeth. She’s been abducted,” Hugh said through tight lips. “Someone in the village may have seen what happened.”
 
   When he dismounted at the inn, a stable boy hurried from the stables. Hugh tossed the reins to him. 
 
   “Have you seen any strangers in the village in the last few days?”
 
   “Yes, Y’Grace, one man.”
 
   “Don’t just stand there. Tell me.”
 
   The lad shifted his feet. “’ e drank in the pub for some hours. Talked to anyone who would listen to ‘im. Said ’is master was ’ere for a romantic tryst.”
 
   Hugh sucked in his breath. “A tryst? With whom?”
 
   “’is master was meeting a lady. Staying up at Vale Park, she was. She’d sent for ’im. Asked to be taken ’ome.”
 
   “Who is this master for whom you speak?”
 
   The young man shrugged. “Didn’t say, Y’grace.”
 
   Hugh stared at him. His heart sank to a place somewhere near his boots, where he was sure it would remain. He couldn’t get his head around it, even though the truth stared him in the face. 
 
   Had Viola not been the woman he thought her? 
 
   She had left him without a word.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   Rosie’s mind would not give her a moment of peace.
 
   Memories of her last escape, of Hugh and Vale Park, replayed in her mind whenever she shut her eyes. Worries of the future and of Rupert’s expectations consumed her whenever she happened to catch him giving her a sideways glance. 
 
   But all of this faded when in the late afternoon, the carriage approached the old house through the familiar gardens. She entered the oak paneled hall and crossed to her father’s cozy study where they had spent so much time together. 
 
   Through the twisting pain of grief, the objects he loved brought her a small measure of comfort. His favorite chair. The smell of his tobacco from his pipes still placed on their stand on the old, green-tooled leather desktop. As if he’d just left the room.
 
   Her reverie was broken by Rupert’s approach. She said the first thing that came to her mind in order to escape him. 
 
   “I want to see to the horses.”
 
   “You’d best get out of those clothes first,” he said with a distasteful lift of his lip.
 
   She flew upstairs to change her clothes. She had to see Jim.
 
   Walking to the stables with one of her jailers trailing behind, she found Jim squatting, his dark head bent as his hands moved slowly over a horse’s foreleg. He was far enough out in the paddock for them not to be overheard.
 
   Jim rose, and his eyes lit up at the sight of her. “Lady Rosalind! I haven’t slept a wink since you left. I worried, knowing you was out there all alone.” His brows met in a heavy scowl and he jerked his head. “I hoped he’d never find you.”
 
   “As did I.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” he said with resolve. “That’s why I stayed. I’ll get you away from here, tonight. When he has his port after dinner, you must make some excuse. Meet me in the garden…”
 
   “No, Jim. I’ll not run away again. I…I am wed to him.”
 
   “Zounds! He tricked you. The ceremony was a sham.”
 
   “A sham?” Could it be true? Did she dare hope? Her legs wobbled and she feared she would fall. “He had a common licence. Two of his men stood as witnesses. Tell me what you know of this.” 
 
   “The marriage license is a fake. My brother Simon has heard of that parson. He’s a rum one, no more a man of the cloth than I am.”
 
   Her heart pounding, Rosie fought for breath. Could it be true that she and Rupert were not married?
 
   She was afraid to believe it. If Jim were wrong, the disappointment would kill her.
 
   “I must talk to him.” She turned, intending to rush in and accuse Rupert, but then slowed her steps; she needed to outwit him.
 
   “Say nothing,” Jim said. “At ten o’clock tonight, I’ll be waiting for you.”
 
   “I can’t, Jim.” She was torn between the desire to flee and her fears for him. “Rupert has employed two dangerous brutes.”
 
   Jim snorted. “Couple of fools, they be.”
 
   “Dangerous, none the less.” She glanced behind her and saw Rupert leave the house. “Rupert is coming. Tell me quickly. Is Jessie all right?”
 
   “Your horse is quite safe. Rupert rode her too hard, and hurt her mouth. It seemed wise to remove her. He accused me, but he needs me here. For now.”
 
   “Bless you, Jim.”
 
   “I’ll be waiting,” Jim said again, and turned back to the horse.
 
   “What are you two talking about?” Rupert stood with his foot on the bottom rail of the enclosure.
 
   The hope that they may not be married made her lightheaded; it was easy to lie to him, to bluff him into relaxing his iron grip on her. “We are discussing what is to be done with this horse. Do come and lend us your opinion.”
 
   With a lift of his brows, Rupert went through the motions of examining the horse. Rosie knew he had not the interest, nor the knowledge to assist them. 
 
   “I’ll leave that to Jim, I think, my love. Come.” He held out his hand to her.
 
   She allowed him to tuck her arm in his, but his touch made her want to retch. If she had to stay here, she would die, either by Rupert’s hand or her own. If not with Jim, she would find a way to leave. Until then, it would be wise to humor Rupert.
 
   He was master of all he surveyed, and greatly pleased with it.
 
   They walked together back along the path through the orchards to the house.
 
   She did not interrupt him when he spoke of his plans for the estate he believed had been too long neglected. It was true the house and grounds were in need of repair. Her father had been unable to see to those things for some time and she’d been caught up with his care and the horses.
 
   Rupert broke into her thoughts. “So you agree?”
 
   “With what?”
 
   “That a further marriage ceremony might be performed in a month or so, under better circumstances.”
 
   “Let’s talk about it later, Rupert. I need to bathe and change for dinner. And here we are almost back at the house.”
 
   As soon as they reached the door, she made her excuses, and fled to her bedchamber. Flinging herself onto the bed, she stiffened, when a knock came on her door.
 
   Her voice trembled as she called, “Who is it?”
 
   “It’s Sarah, milady.”
 
   “Oh, come in, Sarah.” She was relieved to see a familiar face as the maid entered and curtseyed. “Do any of the old servants remain?”
 
   “Just me and Jim, milady. He kept me on saying I’d be useful when you returned.”
 
   “I see.” Rosie firmed her lips to stop them trembling.
 
   “Which of the gowns will I lay out, milady?”
 
   “The dark grey.”
 
   It was the most somber of her gowns. She shivered. It was not just out of her respect for her father that she chose it. Plain and unembellished, Rupert had expressed dislike of it in the past.
 
   Would he force his way in and try to make love to her? She tucked a solid brass candlestick under her pillow, and felt calmer.
 
   She was aware that Jim would come for her, if only she could leave with him. But Jim was no match for Rupert and his cronies, this was why she hadn’t gone to him for help before. And, thinking rationally, what might Jim have done? Gone to the magistrate in York? 
 
   Rupert was her first cousin, second in line for the Merryville estate. It was rare for a titled estate to be bequeathed to a woman, and few men countenanced it. 
 
   They wouldn’t take the word of a mere stable hand over Rupert, or even Rosie for that matter.
 
   Rupert could be charming when he chose. He had ingratiated himself in the town. They all thought him a fine fellow.
 
   This was evident when she had turned in desperation to the doctor. He dismissed her claims as those of a hysterical woman, and the only help he provided came in the form of smelling salts and laudanum.
 
   “You are very lucky to have Rupert here to care for you,” he had told her. “This world is not a good place for a young woman to be alone. You are too fragile and emotional. Why, you will benefit greatly from the support of a man willing to take on the responsibilities of running this large estate.”
 
   In the drawing room after dinner, Rosie couldn’t help fidgeting and took a turn about the room several times. Her blood boiled to see him lounging in her father’s chair. She’d never thought herself capable of violent thoughts. Until now. 
 
   She had to force her fingers to stop curling into fists. If only she were a man. She would deal with him then.
 
   He had not denied killing her father and she suspected he felt no remorse. She believed him to be truly evil.
 
   She left her chair to walk to the fireplace. “That gown is not equal to your charms, my dear,” Rupert said. “You shall have new prettier gowns made.”
 
   He left the room but soon returned with a jeweler’s box. “I took the liberty of retrieving these from the bank.” 
 
   Nestling in satin were the Merryville sapphires, set in a circlet of sparkling diamonds.
 
   Rosie bit her lip to stem the need to berate him. She tried not to shudder as he placed the cold stones around her neck. He stood back to admire her. 
 
   “Perfect,” he said. His hands cupping shoulders he leaned down and kissed her lips.
 
   Prickles of revulsion ran like fingers up and down her spine.
 
   She must leave. If she stayed even one more day, she would kill him or he would kill her. Rosie moved away from him to pick up her embroidery she’d begun in the hours spent at her father’s bedside. 
 
   As her needle stabbed the fabric, she sought to calm herself. These jewels would serve her well. She would need money too, and would search Rupert’s room before he came upstairs.
 
   Then, God willing, she would leave here with Jim and not return until she had the support of Mr. Barrett, the family solicitor in London. With his assistance, Rupert would be removed from the house. She glanced up at him. He smiled, content, drinking a glass of port and witlessly carrying on a one-sided conversation with her. 
 
   When she didn’t reply, he sought her advice. Was the new cook’s dinner up to scratch? Did she think the worn upholstery on the chairs could be mended, or should they be replaced?
 
   “I don’t know,” she uttered. “You decide.”
 
   Such was his interest with every minute detail at Merryville House. His obsession with the family seat had been obvious even as a child. If he’d been a different man, a decent man, she might have welcomed him here. 
 
   “You can’t leave it all to me, Rosie. As man and wife, we must begin refurbishing Merryville House together.”
 
   She wanted to scream, to fly at him and rake deep wounds into his smirking face, to shout that it was all a sham!
 
   Instead, she merely sewed. She formed the stitches flawlessly, a skill brought about through many hours of practice. It required no concentration on her part, which was indeed fortunate. She needed her full attention to quell the rage threatening to overtake her, and plot her escape.
 
   “Rosie? I want so much for us to be together. I have waited for this for so long, my love. Tonight will be a special night for us.”
 
   She kept her eyes downcast to hide her fear and loathing.
 
   She hoped he would take this for reserve and leave her alone for the few hours she needed.
 
   Time ticked by interminably. He watched her constantly, barely blinking, barely speaking of anything besides his fantasies of their life together. 
 
   When the clock struck quarter to ten, Rosie stood. “I believe I’ll retire. Would you allow me some privacy, please?” 
 
   She hoped it would be taken for maidenly modesty.
 
   “Of course, but not too long.” Rupert kissed her hands before she hurried from the room.
 
   When she reached the landing, Rosie rushed along the corridor to the bedchamber Rupert occupied. He would keep some money about. She hurried to search his dresser, but found none in the drawers. 
 
   In the cupboard was an impressive row of coats. Rupert had never stinted on clothes.
 
   Gentlemen such as Rupert bought practically everything on credit and many avoided paying their bills. But she was in luck!
 
   Coins clinked at her touch from the inner pocket of one of his coats. She withdrew her hand to examine her find. There was enough for the coach and a night at an inn, if she was frugal. She opened the door, checked the corridor and finding it deserted, darted down to her chamber.
 
   She went straight to the window. A few clouds drifted across a waxing gibbous moon. Enough light to aid their escape. It was just such a night when Hugh found her riding Molly through the woods at Vale Park. 
 
   The same moon, but another world. There was no time for such thoughts. After packing a carriage gown, stockings and a chemise in a bag, she threw on her warmest cloak, her brown poke bonnet, and her strongest leather half boots. 
 
   She tiptoed soundlessly down the back stairs. Growing up here had taught her where every tread squeaked.
 
   Someone moved about in the kitchen. Surely not the cook at this hour?
 
   Rosie peeked through the crack in the door. The big man, Rupert called Slattery, sat at the table with his back to her, eating a meal of bread and meat. Rosie hovered, uncertain what to do. If she delayed, Jim might be seen and questioned. She had turned to retreat when Slattery was summoned. He threw down the chicken leg and lumbered to his feet, muttering to himself.
 
   After he left the room, she darted through the kitchen and out into the cool night air. A soft whistle greeted her from a shadowy corner. 
 
   “Follow me,” Jim whispered. Keeping to the shadows, they crept away from the house then ran through the orchard. “I’ve left the cart tethered a mile up the road,” Jim said. “We go to my brother’s house.”
 
   They both knew the woods well, but in the dark, undergrowth slowed their progress. Brambles caught at Rosie’s skirt and branches scratched her face. 
 
   The moon toyed with them, shining brightly one minute and hiding behind clouds the next. Rosie kept her eyes on Jim’s sturdy back, listening for noise behind them. She stumbled in Jim’s wake, each fallen log or twisting root threatening to trip her up.
 
   With a burst of relief, they burst out onto the road where a cart waited. Jim put his arm around her waist and hoisted her up.
 
   He leapt onto the seat beside her. Then, all business, he whipped the horse into a canter.
 
   Rosie kept swiveling to watch behind them, but no one followed. The moon emerged from the clouds again, turning night into day, but only a fox was their silent witness, his eyes gleaming, his body poised for flight.
 
   Jim egged the horse on, the jingle of the traces and the clip of hooves seemed overly loud in the still air. “Just a few more miles,” he said, with a grim smile. 
 
   When Jim drove the trap into the yard of a small cottage, Rosie released her breath. Light spilled from the doorway as a man, looking like an older version of Jim, appeared.
 
   Rosie hurried to him, taking his hand. “Bless you, Simon,” she said. “I pray this will not bring Rupert down on your head.”
 
   “Have no fear of that, milady. You will not be here long.” He touched a finger to his nose. “I know an inn keeper in York who will keep close counsel. Your cousin will hear nothing of this. We go to there tonight. On the morrow, you leave York for London on the mail coach.”
 
   Rosie took her sapphire earrings out of the box in her reticule. “I wish so much to repay you. Please, I want you and Jim to have these.”
 
   Simon’s eyes went owlish. “Oh no, y’ladyship. We have no use for such things.”
 
   “Jim, Rupert will suspect you’re involved, he will fire you. You will need this, please take it.”
 
   Jim shook his head. “Those are no good for the likes of us. We lead simple lives. There’s other work for me in York. You may well need them in that God forsaken city.”
 
   Rosie hugged them both in turn.
 
   ****
 
   Rosie lay on a hard bed, staring up at the water-stained ceiling. In the taproom below, a rowdy group drank late into the night.
 
   Giving up on sleep, she crept out of her room and halfway down the stairs to peer through the banisters. 
 
   A man pushed a woman over a table, and the others gathered around as he raised her skirt. The woman gave a peel of excited laughter.
 
   Rosie rushed back to her chamber, her face burning.
 
   As the hours passed, she slept lightly, waking at every step outside her door. She expected Rupert to burst in on her at any moment.
 
   Hearing the cockcrow, she began to hope. A few people ate in the inn dining room. Rosie ordered a light meal, but found it difficult to eat. She wrapped bread and cheese in a handkerchief, and popped it into her bag for later.
 
   Rosie remained in the inn until the very last minute, praying Rupert and his cohorts wouldn’t suddenly appear. The other occupants had settled in the coach when she finally climbed aboard. 
 
   A man and his wife sat with their daughter. Rosie squeezed in between a curate and an elderly lady on the opposite seat. Rosie said good morning then scanned the inn yard. She clutched her hands together in her lap, hardly daring to breathe.
 
   The coach rocked as coachman and groom climbed on board, throwing the old lady against Rosie. An exhausting trip lay ahead, but she welcomed it. All being well, she would be in
 
   London in seven hours.
 
   At the sound of coachman’s whip and his call to walk on, Rosie breathed a little easier.
 
   Not until they’d left York far behind, did the tension ease from Rosie’s muscles. She leaned her head back against the seat and closed her eyes.
 
   ****
 
   The noise and smells of London were a shock to Rosie’s senses.
 
   She alighted from the coach, crumpled, dusty and convinced she now smelt as bad as the drunkard who had replaced the curate on the journey and fallen into a stupor snoring in her ear.
 
   Carefully counting out her coins, she hailed a hackney to take her straight to Lincoln’s Inn Fields, where her father’s solicitor, Mr. Barrett, held a room.
 
   After the peace of the country, the clamor in the streets amazed her. She had never seen so many vehicles and people. A sedan chair passed held aloft by two brawny carriers. Horse hooves clacked above the cries of the street peddlers selling their wares. The air was grey with smoke, and manure lay deep on the road and smelled worse than a stable-yard.
 
   Thick, brown water mixed with refuse and straw gushed along the gutters, splattering women who held their skirts high as they picked a path through on their pattens.
 
   The hackney deposited Rosie in a treed street in Lincoln’s Inn Fields. The clerk’s eyebrows rose when she entered the law office. 
 
   “I’m rather travel soiled.” Rosie said, lifting her chin. “I’ve come on urgent business. Please inform Mr. Barrett —” Before she could complete the sentence, the door to the inner office opened. Portly Mr. Barrett appeared, dressed in his lawyer’s black garb. He looked at Rosie over the top of his spectacles.
 
   “Can I help you?”
 
   “Lady Rosalind Merryville, Mr. Barrett,” she said, straightening her shoulders, while aware of her woeful appearance.
 
   “Lady Rosalind? Ah, yes.” He stood aside and gestured. “Please come in.”
 
   Rosie sank into a chair. It was some years since Mr. Barrett had come to Merryville House. His hair had receded and turned white. It was fortunate that he recognized her after all this time.
 
   “My dear,” he said, “you look just like your mama. I remember well. What has brought you here? You appear quite done in. I’ll order some tea.”
 
   After the tray arrived, Rosie took a deep breath and related her long, sorry saga, stopping only to aid her dry throat with a sip of hot tea. Mr. Barrett offered her a slice of seed cake, urging her to continue. She talked herself hoarse, editing out the parts not suited to his ears.
 
   Mr. Barrett sat open-mouthed for a moment before popping in the last piece of cake. “My dear Lady Rosalind, what can I do to help you? Merryville has behaved most unwisely, but to have him removed from your house permanently would be very difficult to do, and take an inordinate amount of time.”
 
   “I need it to be done immediately, Mr. Barrett.”
 
   “He hasn’t broken the law. Not in any real sense.”
 
   “He kidnapped me!” she said, outraged. “He is living in my house and forced me into marriage.”
 
   Mr. Barrett dusted the crumbs from his trousers. “He is your first cousin, and now the earl is he not?”
 
   “Yes, that’s true but—”
 
   “And now your husband, you say?”
 
   Rosie frowned. “I have a strong reason to doubt the ceremony was legal, Mr. Barrett, which is why I’ve come to you.”
 
   He sat forward on his chair. “If you are married to him, my hands are tied. There must be someone else in the family who can come to your aid, take you in perhaps, if you don’t wish to live under his roof.”
 
   “I rather hoped my Aunt Rebecca, Lady Redcliffe, that is, might—”
 
   “This is more like it. Yes, indeed.” The lines of his craggy face eased as a resolution to her dilemma presented itself. He seized on it eagerly. “Lady Redcliff is still above ground. I had some dealings with her recently. She lives in Park Lane. I have her domicile somewhere…Lawrence?” He rose, stuck his head out the door and muttered something to his scribe.
 
   A few minutes later, the young man entered with a file. “Ah, yes. Lady Redcliff lives at number eight, close to Hyde Park. An exceptional address. I’m sure she will take you in.” He sat back and folded his arms, satisfied that he’d solved the problem.
 
   “What about Rupert, Mr. Barrett? Can you proceed with his eviction?”
 
   He ran his hand over his baldpate. “Well, to be honest, I always considered that will a travesty. Rare indeed for a Titled Estate to be left to the female line. The laws of Primogenitor were created for a very good reason. To ensure the entailed property continues in the male line and therefore protect a family’s wealth. Your father was remiss not to change the ancient earldom, created in fee tail general, that is to say, all heirs of the body, meaning both sons and daughters, by investiture and oral grant by the king. These family squabbles that erupt over a will.” He drew breath. “It is better you solve the matter between yourselves. Otherwise, it’s a long, sad business.”
 
   “I am determined that he shall not have the Estate. I have reason to believe he killed my father!”
 
   Mr. Barrett’s chin jerked up. “Oh, I say. That is quite another matter. How extraordinary. Did you see it happen? ”
 
   “My father was ill. I left his bedchamber for a few moments. I saw Rupert come out of his chamber, as I walked down the corridor. When I entered the room I found Father dead.”
 
   “You didn’t see it happen, then.” Mr. Barrett nodded and tapped his pen on his desk. “No servant witnessed an act of violence toward your father?”
 
   “Rupert had dismissed them.”
 
   “How did he die? Was there a wound?”
 
   “I believe Rupert smothered him. I found a pillow lying on the floor when I came in.”
 
   “The doctor was called?”
 
   Rosie raked her hands through her hair. “I don’t know. I was dragged away by brute force and forced to take part in a marriage ceremony with a preacher. I then ran away.”
 
   “Your father was gasping his last breaths? It’s entirely possible that he had chosen that moment to slip away.”
 
   “He was ill, but he wasn’t dying.”
 
   Mr. Barrett shook his head. “My dear young woman. How would you know? You might wish this to be true, but your father was long an invalid, was he not?”
 
   “Yes, but—”
 
   “Did Lord Merryville admit to the murder?”
 
   “No. Although he didn’t deny it either.”
 
   He held up his hand. “There is no way of pursing this matter without substantial proof.”
 
   “Then, as my father did not change the letters patent, I would like you to write to Rupert, requesting he leave my house. And find out if the marriage ceremony, performed under duress, was legal.” She stood and held out her hand annoyed that it trembled. “Please begin as soon as possible.”
 
   Mr. Barrett’s face reddened. He shook her hand with a curt nod. “If you insist, Lady Rosalind.”
 
   “I do.”
 
   Rosie walked along the street, gazing up at the magnificent dome of St Paul’s Cathedral. In London, it was not done for a woman to go about unescorted. There was no end to her indiscretions, it seemed. She clutched her bag, patently aware of the valuable sapphires. Her fragile reserves of energy were exhausted. It would take the last of her money, but she hailed a hackney and gave the jarvie her aunt’s address.
 
   What would she do if Aunt Rebecca turned her away?
 
   The carriage deposited Rosie in an elegant street facing the park. She walked to the elegant, three-story redbrick townhouse with stone trim, straightened her shoulders in front of the shiny, black door, and seized the brass knocker, rapping briskly.
 
   Seconds later, a sober-faced butler dressed in black opened the door. His lips firmed when he eyed her disheveled appearance and noted she was alone. Before he could shut the door in her face, Rosie placed her hand on the doorframe praying he wouldn’t crush her fingers. She was not about to fail at the hands of a snobbish butler.
 
   “Please tell your mistress that her niece, Lady Rosalind Merryville, wishes to see her.”
 
   The butler’s gaze clouded with doubt. “Please wait,” he said and closed the door, failing to invite her inside. Rosie stood on the porch, a sharp wind making her shiver, her empty stomach gurgling with hunger and apprehension. To her relief, minutes later, the door opened again and the butler begged her enter. He led Rosie upstairs to the drawing room.
 
   Her aunt sat alone by the fire, a marmalade cat on her knee.
 
   “Aunt Rebecca it is so nice to meet you at last,” Rosie said, hurrying forward.
 
   Her aunt looked up, but went on stroking the cat. “My dear niece, I had an inkling I would see you sometime, but not so soon,” she said ambiguously. “Your name is Rosalind? Not a family name. I imagine your father chose it.”
 
   “I believe he did.” Rosie came to hug her. The cat stared at her even more disdainfully than the butler, and her aunt’s lorgnette, fan, and shawls all worked against her intention. Rosie managed an air peck close to the lady’s pale, crinkled cheek.
 
   Aunt Rebecca patted her shoulder; she seemed pleased that Rosie had tried. She rang a bell on the mahogany side table and sat back. 
 
   “Now. Let’s have a good look at you. You don’t present well at present, but I shall ignore that. Apart from your coloring you are not at all like the Merryville’s.” She motioned to a chair opposite. “Sit down. You have gained your memory. Now we shall hear all about it. I love a mystery.”
 
   Rosie’s mouth opened. It was her turn to be surprised.
 
   “How did you learn about that, aunt? Was it Rupert?
 
   “Rupert? No indeed.” Aunt Rebecca smiled. “I had a visit from a handsome young man, the Duke of Vale, no less.” She described how Hugh had come to her after learning of Rosie’s family. “He showed a good deal of interest in your past.” She said with a tilt of her head. “Why do you think that was?”
 
   “He was a good friend to me.” It thrilled her to learn Hugh had come here directly from Bow Street. That he now knew who she was.
 
   “A friend?” Aunt Rebecca’s brows rose. “I told him I expected you to have returned to Yorkshire,” her aunt said.
 
   “And I gave him your address.”
 
   “I doubt he’ll come there.” Rosie’s excitement faded. She would most likely never see him again, and what good would it be if she did? 
 
   Even if she and Rupert weren’t legally married, Rupert remained a danger, and she refused to draw Hugh into the squalid mess. “The duke is about to marry.”
 
   “Oh, how very disappointing. I had hoped…” Her aunt fiddled with her pearls. “I told Vale I wanted to introduce you to Society, Rosalind. I must say, it’s a relief to see you have your mother’s looks. The Merryville’s are a long faced lot.” Aunt Rebecca’s blue eyes twinkled. “Although I was told I had prodigious charm and wit when I was young.”
 
   “I see you still have it, Aunt.”
 
   Aunt Rebecca smiled. “You’ll do nicely, Rosalind.”
 
   A maid entered the room. “Bring my niece a cup of tea and something to eat.” Her aunt gathered up her things. “I apologize for leaving you, Rosalind. I must take my nap.” The ginger cat leapt from her lap as she rose.
 
   “Are you unwell, Aunt?”
 
   “A slight heart complaint. Nothing of great concern. After your tea, Emma will take you to your chamber. You can rest and freshen up. Did you bring luggage? No? My goodness, there’s a story in that too, I’ll wager. I’ll find something for you to wear and shall see you again at dinner.”
 
   ”You are very kind, Aunt, but I prefer not to enter society at this point in time.”
 
   She stopped at the door. “And why not?”
 
   Rosie walked over to her. Her aunt did look pale. “I am two-and-twenty—hardly just out of the schoolroom.” She could not tell her aunt the whole awful truth, when she was unwell. The shock could be dangerous. 
 
   Perhaps, when she learnt more from the solicitor this story might have a satisfactory ending.
 
   “I hardly see that it matters. Of course you shall have a Season.” Aunt Rebecca patted Rosie’s cheek. “A pretty gel like you will take London by its bootstraps, I promise you.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   Hugh tried to bury himself in the demands of his estates and investments. He and Croft, his secretary, worked for some hours on paperwork that had piled up and discussed a plan to rebuild the tenant farmers houses. It was annoyingly difficult to concentrate, and Croft glanced at him more than once, with a query in his eyes.
 
   Hugh was still distracted later when he stamped out of the house to the stables. Hugh rode over his acres, returning to issue sharp orders to his ground staff. Fences were in need of repair and the aged oak in the south paddock had fallen. Did he have to point out every little thing? 
 
   He discussed with his gamekeeper the restocking of the river with trout, then strode through the gardens.
 
   News spread quickly apparently, for the head gardener blanched when he saw him coming. The only member of the household to welcome his attention was Mrs. Moodie who understood the need for diligence with underlings.
 
   No matter how busy he kept himself, Hugh failed to banish Viola from his thoughts. He could not accept that she had deceived him. 
 
   After spending months in her company, he believed he knew her. He had witnessed her distress. She could not have been lying. He had gone over their entire conversation that night in the wood searching for a clue. But there was nothing.
 
   Had she regained her memory and not told him? Was that why she had tried to leave? He found himself making excuses for the secrets she had apparently kept from him.
 
   Viola had been gone for several weeks when two things happened to alter his view of her departure. 
 
   Firstly, a neighbor brought Viola’s horse, Molly, back, having found her roaming his property. Secondly, on a visit to the village, the innkeeper engaged Hugh in conversation, complaining about the stable boy who’d stolen from him and run off.
 
   “Henry turned up like magic, right when I needed him, Your Grace. My young stable hand, Joe had been knocked down in the street by some reckless carriage driver. Broke his leg. The carriage passed on through the village not stopping to help poor Joe.”
 
   “Go on, man,” Hugh urged.
 
   “Before Henry scarpered, one of my hands heard him talking with a fellow while he waited for his horse to be shod. Henry told him later that this man’s master was here for the young lady staying at your estate.”
 
   “Did you see this man or his master?” Hugh asked, tapping his crop against his thigh.
 
   The innkeeper shook his head. “We were busy at the time. But he couldn’t lie straight in his bed, could that Henry. Wouldn’t be surprised if he cut a wheedle, went off with some of my best tackle. He received blunt for some deed, though, from a man who’d been drinking with one of your grooms.”
 
   “I’ve questioned my groom. He’d been called to the inn on what now appears to have been a ruse. Was this man seen in the village about the time the young lady disappeared?”
 
   “Can’t say I saw him.” The innkeeper scratched his head. “Saw a coach and four pass through. Traveling uncommon fast it was. Northward bound. Thought it odd at the time that the windows were covered. Can’t have been pleasant on a warm day like that.”
 
   “Describe it!”
 
   “Black. An old ‘un, Your Grace.”
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   “A crest on the door panel. An aristo’s right enough, begging your pardon, Your Grace. I’ve not seen it in these parts afore.”
 
   Hugh showed him his sketch of the crest on the locket.
 
   “Like this?”
 
   The man gave a vigorous nod. “If my memory serves me right that is it.”
 
   Cursing his gullibility, a trait he hadn’t thus far realized he possessed, Hugh rode back to Vale Park. He sent his groom, Fuller, to question farmers along the North Road. Fuller had the advantage of being on good terms with those in the district, having been at Vale Park for many years.
 
   Fuller learned of a farmer’s sighting of the speeding coach.
 
   “As they passed, a man opened the curtain and the farmer spied a fair-haired woman inside,” he said.
 
   It confirmed what Hugh had thought. Someone had taken Viola home to York. Had she gone willingly? Lady Redcliffe had painted a fond picture of Merryville, but perhaps the passing years had eradicated his true character from her memory.
 
   What if Viola’s father was a tyrant who had removed her by force? It seemed unlikely that the earl would behave in such a manner, tyrant or not. Surely, he would come to the house and introduce himself, not employ such underhanded means. Unless he had something to hide. 
 
   Anger tightened Hugh’s chest. This person, whoever he was, lay behind Viola’s desperate escape and if so, she was unlikely to go willingly back home with him.
 
   His mind returned to the hold-up in Bath, could it be connected? What if that had not been a robbery but an attempted abduction? 
 
   He sought out Nanny. “When the highwaymen stopped the carriage in Bath, what happened? I know we’ve been over it, but I want to know the sequence of events exactly. Don’t leave anything out.”
 
   Attempting to gather her scattered wits, Nanny described how the highwaymen had stopped the carriage. “They demanded Viola step down,” she said.
 
   He frowned. “Viola alone?”
 
   “Well, yes. Although Mr. Forester then fired his gun—”
 
   Hugh groaned. “Why didn’t you or Viola feel it necessary to tell me this?”
 
   Nanny placed her hands to her cheeks. “It didn’t occur to either of us that it was anything more than a robbery. They picked Viola because she was the better dressed and wore jewels.” She looked stricken. “Oh, Hugh! What have I done?”
 
   Hugh sought to comfort her, but came away even more convinced Viola had been taken home to York. A willing participant or a captive? He could no longer leave this question unanswered. He would leave for York immediately. He’d been pig-headed the past weeks, wallowing in his own damnable pride and wounded ego. Viola’s safety could very well be in jeopardy and he had wasted far too much time already.
 
   With little preparation for such a trip, when it grew dark, Hugh had no recourse but to stop at an inn. His manservant, Peter, expressed his disapproval, believing the establishment to be far below the standard deserving of his master’s status.
 
   “Don’t fret.” Hugh handed him his traveling coat. “It’s clean and I’ll bet the food is good, if that delicious aroma is any judge. Let us find our parlor.”
 
   They paused to allow a servant carrying a loaded tray to enter a room where a despondent looking couple sat, their soup untouched on the table before them.
 
   “What the deuce!” Hugh turned on his heel, bumping into Peter. He pushed the door open and stormed inside.
 
   The man leapt to his feet. “I say, sir! This is a private parlor.”
 
   “This is doing it much too brown,” Hugh said to the young woman seated at the table.
 
   Felicity shrieked, either from horror or from relief, and Hugh crossed his arms to discover the answer.
 
   “It’s Hugh,” Felicity explained, in a strangled voice.
 
   “Really, Felicity, your manners!” said Hugh. “Vale, how do you do.”
 
   The young man groaned. “The Duke of Vale?”
 
   “I believe everyone here is now aware of that fact. But who are you?”
 
   “Oh, this is Phillip, of course,” said Felicity, as if it was an everyday occurrence to find her in some shabby inn alone with a strange man.
 
   “Phillip Carstairs.” Recovering himself, he gave a bow.
 
   Hugh drew up a chair and sat down. “It appears you are eloping.”
 
   “We are,” Felicity said, with a toss of her head.
 
   “We depart for Gretna Green in the morning,” Phillip said with a shrug his face reddening. “But I want you to know Your Grace, that until we marry, we shall sleep in separate chambers.”
 
   Hugh looked him over. Phillip was a younger version of his brother, Harry, with the same springy curls and lanky, spare build. 
 
   However, he remembered Harry’s eyes to be a calm, sedate grey, while this young man’s eyes were a lively hazel, and at this moment held a challenging light.
 
   You’ll do, Hugh thought with relief. He was not about to relinquish Felicity to a cad or a fortune hunter. “I’m sorry, but I don’t see the necessity for such a rash action,” he said, his calm tone designed to defuse any high spirits. “Felicity, your father has agreed to this match. I was present when he did so, do you recall? It is hardly necessary to present him with a fait accompli.”
 
   “But Father won’t agree until Phillip has completed his studies and entered the Diplomatic Service. That’s more than two years away! It is far too long to wait.”
 
   “I understand completely. Why, you’ll be in your dotage by then,” Hugh said, smiling.
 
   “Oh, pooh,” she said, but her shoulders slumped.
 
   “I think this is a rather shabby thing to do to your parents. They did go along with your wishes. Couldn’t you have met them half way?”
 
   “If you please, Your Grace,” Phillip said, his ears turning red, “Felicity would never act shabbily.”
 
   The last shreds of Felicity’s bravado slipped away. Her big brown eyes brimmed with tears and she wrung her hands. “Yes, it is shabby. I wanted to shock them into relenting, but I’ve been regretting it from the moment I left home.”
 
   Phillip’s face grew even redder. “I say, Felicity! Why didn’t you tell me how you felt? I wasn’t sure it was the best thing to do either!”
 
   Felicity’s brown eyes snapped at him. “Then why didn’t you say so?”
 
   “I…I didn’t want to disappoint you.”
 
   “For goodness sake! I would never have gone ahead with this plan had I known how little you wished to marry me! I don’t think I want such a half-baked husband. I think I will marry Hugh after all!”
 
   Phillip scowled and thrust out his chin. “By heaven, then perhaps you should.”
 
   “Calm down, both of you,” Hugh said. The two glared at one another and their loud voices would soon attract unwanted attention. “We need to restore you to your family, Felicity, before your good name and that of your parent’s is dragged in the mud. They must be frantic for your safety at this very moment.”
 
   “They’re away from home,” she said, her face paling rapidly. “They’re visiting my aunt again, and are not due back ’til tomorrow.”
 
   At this moment, a hesitant knock sounded on the door. It opened at Hugh’s command.
 
   “Your dinner is ready to be served, Your Grace.” Peter peeked in, curiosity writ large on his face.
 
   “I know you don’t like me to miss my dinner, Peter,” Hugh said, “but—”
 
   Noise erupted from below and grew louder. A sturdy woman of middle years with a flushed face appeared at their open door, her breast heaving. The large, upright feather in her bonnet waved about like a startled bird. 
 
   “You must take me directly to the young lady I seek,” she said to the flustered servant barring her way.
 
   “Why, it’s Mrs. Pike!” cried Felicity, with a joy Hugh was sure she’d never expressed in the past.
 
   Mrs. Pike’s face expressed delight, relief, and stern disapproval in quick succession.
 
   “Come inside, Mrs. Pike.” Hugh took the lady’s arm and assisted her to a chair. “We shall dine here, Peter. Please instruct the innkeeper we are four for dinner, then take yourself off and have your own.”
 
   Hours later, after an unexpectedly tasty repast, the small group retired to their bedchambers with a plan. A note was sent to Hallidon House to await the return of Felicity’s parents, explaining how Felicity had decided to accompany Hugh on a jaunt to York. Mrs. Pike was to act as chaperone.
 
   They would leave for York first thing in the morning.
 
   Despite the fact that Felicity and Phillip were no longer on speaking terms, it proved a fortuitous way to deal with their misadventure. However, Hugh’s search for Viola became more difficult.
 
   ****
 
   Hugh and his entourage arrived in York the next afternoon.
 
   They’d made excellent time, but arrived tired and hungry, their spirits dampened by the consistent rain drumming on the carriage roof.
 
   “How horrid,” Felicity moaned, faced with an overflowing gutter, which threatened her dainty half-boots. Phillip rushed to her aid, only to be rebuffed as she raised her arms to Hugh. She had complained about the trip from beginning to end, but brightened when they found the King’s Arms Hotel to be an elegant establishment, situated in the liveliest part of town.
 
   “You and Mrs. Pike must make the best of this opportunity, Felicity,” Hugh said. “There are many interesting places to visit. I suggest the three of you view the cathedral and the Roman wall when the rain clears. Unfortunately, I have business to attend to.”
 
   “That’s an excellent idea, Your Grace,” Mrs. Pike said joyfully. 
 
   Hugh was glad that someone amongst them was having a good time. Determined to give the group the slip and head off to Merryville House, he left Felicity arguing with Mrs. Pike, who considered it her duty to expose her charge to York’s history, rather than the shops as Felicity wished.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   The rain had ceased and the clouds banished by an icy wind off the Pennine Mountains as Hugh rode a hired hack through the Yorkshire countryside, finding it different to the softer landscape of the Midlands. 
 
   Soaring, rocky hillocks covered in gorse and heath, and a brooding atmosphere dampened his spirits, although he accepted this was his constant state since Viola’s disappearance.
 
   The road wound down into a sheltered valley. Hugh rode up to a deserted gatehouse designed in the fanciful, Tudor style. The broad, flat entry arch above the gates was flanked by octagonal towers and decorated with ornate, false battlements. Atop the arch sat the Coat of Arms that had taken the Bow Street Runners so long to trace. 
 
   It was Merryville House right enough. The unattended gates stood open. Riding through, Hugh found himself on prime land, pasture and paddocks where horses galloped, the road winding away into woodland. On the final curve in the road, the house came into view. He rode toward it through wild, untended gardens.
 
   The pretty herringbone-brick residence with cantilevered windows also had a neglected air. Someone was at home, however, for smoke emerged from the twisted, checkerboard-patterned chimneys. Hugh caught his breath. Was he close to finding Viola?
 
   As he alighted, the door opened and a man came down the steps towards him. Hugh detected a brief likeness to Viola, but it vanished as he came closer. His face bore an aloof and arrogant expression and his mouth a thin-lipped cruelty, which was nothing like Viola.
 
   The man tucked his riding crop under one arm as he drew on riding gloves. 
 
   “May I help you, sir?”
 
   “Duke of Vale.” Hugh bowed. “Perhaps you can. A lady recently spent some time at my estate. I believe her to be the daughter of the Earl of Merryville. This is Merryville House is it not?”
 
   “It is. I am the Earl of Merryville.” The man gave a brief bow. “So, the Duke of Vale. We finally meet. You are speaking of my wife, Rosalind, Your Grace. We are greatly in your debt. Rosalind has told me all about how you found her, and gave her aid. I’m most grateful to you for it. Unfortunately, you’ve come a long way for naught. She is away from home.”
 
   Viola married? Hugh stood stunned. “You took Lady Rosalind from my property and didn’t feel it necessary to tell me?”
 
   “You were in London and she was embarrassed,” Lord Merryville said with a grin. “You know how women are.”
 
   Rosalind would not have gone without speaking to Nanny.
 
   Hugh was determined to hear the truth from her lips. “I carry news of her relative. Where might I find her?”
 
   “Who might that be?”
 
   “Her Aunt, Lady Redcliffe.”
 
   Rupert smiled. “The old dragon. How is she?”
 
   “She seems well, but I prefer to tell Lady Rosalind myself. Where might I find her?” he repeated.
 
   Rupert’s mouth pulled down at the corners. “She is visiting relatives and will see no one outside of family as she is in mourning for her father. She lost her reason when he died, and was distraught, no doubt, when you found her. Have no fear, the doctor is pleased with her progress and feels she is gradually improving in health. You might give me the message. I shall relay it to her.”
 
   Hugh clamped down on his jaw. Viola had been mourning her father! Might, as this fellow said, the shock of her father’s death have driven her temporality out of her mind? 
 
   It made no sense. She was in perfect health when he last saw her. This was nonsense.
 
   “You breed horses here, my lord?” Hugh sought to delay the conversation in the hope of learning more.
 
   Merryville rattled on, displaying a decided lack of knowledge. Hugh merely nodded as he considered what the man had told him. 
 
   Lies all of it. Rosalind was far too strong to behave in such an irrational manner. If she’d been driven away from here, it had something to do with this unpleasant fellow.
 
   “The message, Your Grace?” Merryville asked, eyeing him.
 
   “Nothing that can’t wait,” Hugh said. “I merely wished to see her restored safely to her family.”
 
   “Then allow me to set your mind at rest. I bid you good day, Your Grace.”
 
   Hugh rode back to York, frustrated that he still hadn’t come close to the truth. 
 
   When had they married? It was not a love match then, for Viola had been a virgin. He couldn’t dismiss the burning desire to understand why Viola came into his life as she had, only to exit it again so mysteriously. 
 
   Not Viola, but Rosalind, he recalled, with a brief smile. He wished he could laugh with her about it.
 
   Merryville had been decidedly unhelpful about her whereabouts.
 
   Where was she?
 
   ****
 
   Dispirited, Hugh arrived back at the Hotel at the same time as Felicity, Phillip, and Mrs. Pike. They gathered in the foyer having just returned from shopping and enjoying the sights. Felicity appeared fully restored to her exuberant self. Phillip stood beside her, gazing indulgently at her, his arms full of parcels.
 
   “We have had a most delightful time,” Felicity said, smiling. “You will be proud of me, Hugh. I visited the Roman wall and the Cathedral. For Mrs. Pike’s sake, you understand.” Her keen eyes searched his. “Where have you been?”
 
   “A business matter, Felicity,” he replied, hoping to quash any further conversation. “Shall we dine at eight? I am rather fatigued.”
 
   She looked at him quizzically. “Fatigued? I’ve never known you to be so.”
 
   Hugh turned away to hide his smile. She was a clever minx for all her youth. He had always liked that about her.
 
   “And I’ve never known you to come so far north on business,” she persisted, as he walked towards to the stairs. “Why here?”
 
   “Merely the pursuit of a fine horse. Allow me to go to my room, if you please. Surely you are a little tired yourself?”
 
   “I am not even a bit tired. I swear I could dance all night. You are getting old,” she called, a mischievous light in her eyes.
 
   Although it smote him, Hugh seized on the opportunity this gave him. He felt sad enough to be both old and tired. He placed a hand on the banister rail. “You should have more respect for your elders. Now if you’ll excuse me.”
 
   “Hugh?” He had bowed to Mrs. Pike and Phillip, and had one foot on the bottom step when Felicity, not done with him yet, waylaid him.
 
   “Yes?” he replied, his voice heavy with exasperation.
 
   “Is something wrong?”
 
   She approached him, looking so concerned; he relented, and chucked her lightly under the chin. “The horse wasn’t to my liking, but that’s hardly heartbreaking is it? I’ll see you all at dinner.” He took the stairs two at a time making a lie of his declaration of the premature onset of age.
 
   Felicity seemed determined to have the last say. “I believe it is not horse flesh that called you to York, Hugh,” she called up to him accusingly. “’Tis a matter of the heart.”
 
   He gave a heavy sigh. “A man can love his horse, Felicity.”
 
   “Pooh!”
 
   He cast a glance at Mrs. Pike’s shocked face. “Really, Lady Felicity, your manners!” With a chuckle, he left them.
 
   A wedding party added a flavor of festivity to the hotel dining room. After a pleasant meal of lamb cutlets and asparagus washed down with a robust claret, the small orchestra struck up a waltz for the bridal couple. Felicity clapped her hands in delight. Her charms mesmerized Phillip. 
 
   Quite rightly, for the candlelight flattered her velvety skin and sparkling eyes. Mrs. Pike beamed.
 
   She was proud of her charge and enjoying an occasion, Hugh guessed to be a rare treat.
 
   After Felicity and Phillip shared a waltz, she expressed the desire that Phillip must dance the next with Mrs. Pike, while she and Hugh danced together.
 
   “What has happened to make you so sad?” Felicity asked, studying him as they moved about the floor.
 
   “You would do better to keep an eye on your fiancé,” Hugh retorted. “He is flirting outrageously with Mrs. Pike.”
 
   She laughed and shook her head.
 
   It should have been an enjoyable evening, but Hugh’s low spirits failed to lift. Common sense told him he must let Rosalind go, but his very soul rejected such a notion. It was not just the loss of the love of his life, but the strangeness of the whole episode.
 
   One thing was plain, however. Rosalind did not want him to pursue her. And no matter how saddened he was by the truth, he would have to face life without her.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   Aunt Rebecca wasted little time while lamenting the way things were now done. In her eyes, true elegance died in the last century. Her dressmaker outfitted Rosie with the latest
 
   London fashions and although they were lovely, she couldn’t help remembering the thrill of dressing in Sophie’s beautifully cut and elegantly simple gown made for the ball at Vale Park.
 
   Aunt Rebecca purchased horses and had her carriage cleaned, after years of gathering cobwebs in the coach house. She took Rosie with her to visit old friends she had not seen for an age, and soon invitations flooded in to afternoon teas, soirees, musical evenings and balls.
 
   In their quiet moments, Aunt Rebecca continued to question Rosie about how she came to lose her memory. Rosie was careful not to alarm her. Trying to be as truthful as possible, she explained how she was concussed after falling from her mount while out riding and how the Duke of Vale had found her. Rosie didn’t tell her of Rupert’s culpability, for to drag up the unfortunate family history and bring his appalling conduct into the light would distress her aunt, and she continued to worry about the old lady’s health.
 
   Rosie now mingled with Society in the grandest houses, and shopped in Bond Street. Every morning, she rode the Ladies’ Mile on a rented horse from the livery stables. It was always a lackluster affair, far too social for Rosie’s taste, with no one very interested in riding. The plump mare was unwilling or unable to break into anything more than an unenthusiastic trot and invariably forced Rosie into an uncomfortable comparison with riding Molly through Vale Park with Hugh. 
 
   She persisted, for without riding, living in noisy, smelly, extraordinarily busy London, became far too confining.
 
   Her aunt told her gleefully that an earl’s daughter of marriageable age, never presented at Court or seen before in London, caused more than a ripple amongst the ton. 
 
   Many were asking where she had been all this time. The mystery only stoked the fires, and with little to go on, matchmaking mothers with marriageable daughters could say little against her.
 
   “Your manners, impeccable lineage, and the rumors of a large country estate, have silenced the competition,” Aunt Rebecca said with a degree of satisfaction.
 
   But it also brought eagle-eyed, smooth-tongued fortune hunters to Rosie’s side. She could only smile to herself; a dilapidated property outside York was hardly a prize. Not to mention her, no longer innocent and possibly married to boot.
 
   As the weeks passed, Rosie’s reputation grew. Members of the ton began to call her the ‘beautiful ice maiden’, her Aunt informed her crossly. 
 
   “If you wish to gain a husband from the top drawer, you should reveal the charm I know you to possess. Otherwise, your choices will quickly become limited. I can be of little financial help to you, Rosalind. My husband’s estate has gone to his nephew. I know of at least two suitable gentlemen who are interested in courting you, foolish gel, but you give them no encouragement, no encouragement at all! Are you aware they are taking bets at Tattersall’s on the man who shall succeed in melting your cold heart?”
 
   Rosie wanted so much to tell her aunt the truth, and as soon as news came from Mr. Barrett, she would. Fortunately, she hadn’t the slightest interest in any of the men she met. Hugh filled her dreams and the memory of their night together remained vivid and stirred terrible longings. 
 
   Would she always dwell on a pair of warm brown eyes and a mouth that made her weak?
 
   The next day, after telling Aunt Rebecca she planned to join friends to shop in Regent Street, she hired a hackney and traveled to Mr. Barrett’s office in Lincoln’s Inn Fields.
 
   He had just eaten lunch, and pushed away the remnants of a game pie as she entered. He folded his arms and frowned, but didn’t comment on her coming without an appointment.
 
   “Have you traced that preacher, Mr. Barrett?”
 
   He fussed with her file. “I’ve written letters to the relevant authorities in York, but have not yet received a reply. You will have to be patient. A young lady such as yourself will have the suitors lined up, I should think.”
 
   “Much good that does me, for I’ve no idea if I’m married or not.”
 
   “That’s true. A curious business. We shall learn the truth of it soon enough.”
 
   The afternoon sun streamed through the window over Mr. Barrett’s back. He had knitted his hands across his rounded stomach encased in a waistcoat of purple and black stripes, his eyelids heavy.
 
   “Could you not travel to York yourself?”
 
   He sat up abruptly at her suggestion. “Travel to York? I can’t do that, Lady Rosalind. I have important business to attend to here in London.”
 
   “What about your clerk? Might he deal with it?”
 
   He frowned. “I must say I don’t see what the urgency is about.”
 
   Annoyed and frustrated, Rosie glared at the man across the desk. “If I’m to pay your fees from the Merryville estate, I think you should act on it as soon as possible, or you might see the Merryville estate become bankrupt. Rupert never pays his bills.”
 
   Mr. Barrett’s eyes widened. “What? Perhaps you’re right. Best I attend to this personally. Country air will probably do me good, eh?” He rose, coming around the desk to pat her hand.
 
   “Now, you are not to worry your pretty head about it, Lady Rosalind. It shall be done.”
 
   Rosie left his office, wishing she could believe Mr. Barrett would sort this matter out. Rupert was far wilier than he was.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   When she and Aunt arrived home from morning calls, two letters awaited Rosie on the silver salver in the foyer. Aunt Rebecca eyed her but said nothing, sweeping past to climb the stairs.
 
   Rosie’s heartbeat quickened as she unfolded Mr. Barrett’s letter.
 
   He wrote that he had now returned from York with what he described as ‘promising news’. He implored her to come to his office tomorrow. The other was from Rupert. A chill rushed through her veins, before she read it. She expected him to know where she was. He had been biding his time. Now he would act.
 
   “Dear Rosie,” he wrote. “I am sad that you’ve left me alone again. I expect you are enjoying yourself with all of London at your feet. I’m afraid that must end. I am sorry to be the purveyor of bad news. I am sure you would wish to learn that something bad has befallen Jim, your faithful servant. He has urgent need of your services. I love and miss you…your beloved husband, Rupert.”
 
   Rosie stalked around her chamber, the ambiguous and disturbing missive crumpled in her hand. What did it mean? Had Rupert done something terrible to Jim? It would be her fault.
 
   There was only one thing to do. She must return to York quickly, once she learned from Mr. Barrett where she stood.
 
   When Rosie told Aunt Rebecca she wished to go home for a visit, she was surprised at her Aunt’s reaction. Aunt Rebecca sat bolt upright in her chair. “Why now, Rosalind?”
 
   “I…am a trifle homesick, and I feel there may be things that need my attention.”
 
   Aunt Rebecca’s penetrating gaze rested on Rosie. “When you appeared on my doorstep, my gel, you were in a ramshackle state and told me a fanciful story! And this not long after the Duke of Vale had come looking for you, and told me you’d lost your memory. So glad I was to see you, I held my tongue, but I’m dammed if I will do so now!”
 
   “Oh, my goodness,” Rosie said, disconcerted by her aunt’s language.
 
   “Yes. A favorite word of my dear husband’s and I can’t think of a better one. I shall have the truth from you, if you please. No more Banbury tales, mind. I am exceedingly fond of you, but such a merry dance you have led me since you came here.”
 
   Rosie flushed. “I only sought to spare you, Aunt.”
 
   “Come, I’m stronger than you know. You must tell me the truth.”
 
   *****
 
   The afternoon passed, and it grew late as they sipped sherry by the fire. Rosie still couldn’t tell her that she feared Rupert had murdered her father. She knew he had, for she’d seen the look on his face when she’d asked him, but that was sufficient proof.
 
   Aunt Rebecca was distressed enough by what Rosie revealed to her. Her anger towards her nephew grew until it could not be contained.
 
   “So, you have that scoundrel, Rupert, to answer for all of this. So like his father! Well, my dear, while I’m alive, no harm shall come to you. Let Rupert think long and hard on that! What’s to be done? I cannot allow you to go back to York and confront Rupert on your own. There is nothing for it. After you see this fool, Barrett, I must go with you.”
 
   Rosie opened her mouth to protest.
 
   “Please, don’t interrupt.” Aunt Rebecca threw off her shawl.
 
   The cat leapt from her lap as she stood. “As you will not allow me to notify Vale of your whereabouts, whom you say is about to marry, we must see you safely back in Merryville House. Men have enough power over women in this world. He shall not take what is rightfully yours! Not another word, it is decided.”
 
   She exited the room with a determined tread, leaving Rosie stunned. Was this the poor old lady she had met such a short time ago?
 
   The next day, Rosie found Mr. Barrett rubbing his hands, apparently pleased with himself.
 
   “Merryville seems quite affable,” he said. “It is true he is living in Merryville House, but he intends to improve the lands and make repairs to the house, all of which are sorely needed.”
 
   Rosie frowned. “You spoke of news, Mr. Barrett?”
 
   “You and he are not married, Lady Rosalind. The man who masqueraded as a preacher was a swindler with quite a reputation. Your cousin has no hold on you whatsoever.”
 
   Rosie lips trembled. “Then Rupert will leave my house?”
 
   “He is an asset to you, Lady Rosalind. He’s prepared to settle your bills.”
 
   “Your bills, you mean.”
 
   “Er, yes. Those too.”
 
   Rosie’s hands balled into fists. “Then you won’t aid me in removing him?”
 
   Mr. Barrett removed his spectacles and polished them with a handkerchief. “That is a complicated matter. We would need a magistrate’s order and a constable to evict him.”
 
   “Then my aunt and I shall accompany you to York and see it is done.”
 
   Mr. Barrett sniffed. “I will write to the magistrate, Lady Rosalind. Then we must wait his reply.”
 
   “I have received word from Rupert.” Rosie held the letter out to him. I believe he is holding my groom against his will. He is trying to blackmail me into returning.”
 
   Mr. Barrett took the letter from her with a frown. He read it through. “There’s no clear threat here.”
 
   “I am able to read between the lines, Mr. Barrett. Rupert is holding my groom, Jim captive.”
 
   He looked skeptical. “I see. I will mention this in my letter, if you wish.”
 
   Rosie clenched her hands together. “But that’s going to take too long. Jim is in danger. We must go now and try to reason with Rupert. He is a dangerous man.”
 
   “Lady Rosalind, if you feel the situation is dangerous; you must leave this to the Magistrate.”
 
   “I intend to leave for York immediately.”
 
   He studied her for several minutes. Then he seized a piece of vellum, picked up his pen and dipped it into the inkwell.
 
   “Then you’ll take my letter with you, addressed to the magistrate, should you need it. This has been a most unfortunate business, Lady Rosalind. What your poor father would say about it, I don’t know.” He blotted the letter, folded and sealed it, and handed it to her. “I wish you a safe journey.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   On his last night in York, as Hugh sat in his parlor nursing a brandy and thinking of Rosalind, someone knocked at the door.
 
   Peter opened it and Hugh turned to see a man in yeoman’s garb standing in the doorway.
 
   “Who is it, Peter?” Hugh said, annoyed. He wanted to be left to lick his wounds in peace.
 
   “Excuse me, Your Grace,” said the fellow, shuffling his feet. “I was hoping you may be able to help me. It’s about Merryville House. I watched you go there today when I was hiding in the woods.”
 
   Now why would the fellow hide? Hugh’s interest was piqued. “Come in. Sit by the fire. Peter, pour the man a brandy.”
 
   The young man in his rough yeoman’s clothes perched on the edge of the chair looking uncertain how to proceed.
 
   Hugh nodded at him. “What is your name, my good fellow?”
 
   “Simon Lease, Y’grace. I’ve come about Jim. He’s my brother.”
 
   “Your brother, Jim.” Hugh nodded encouragingly. “Yes?”
 
   “‘Jim’s worked up at Merryville House for some years, Y’grace. Looks after the horses. Very good with horses, he be.”
 
   It was like pulling teeth. Hugh shifted in his seat finding it hard to keep his patience.
 
   “And?”
 
   “Jim has disappeared, you see.”
 
   Hugh leaned forward. “Tell me all, my man. Start from the beginning.”
 
   “Some weeks ago it is now; Jim came to me saying he knew of a lady in great trouble. He wanted to help her run away to London.”
 
   Hugh gripped the arms of his chair. “And the lady?”
 
   “The lady of Merryville House, where Jim worked, Y’grace.
 
   Jim was going to help her ladyship run away from her relative. According to Jim, he’s an evil man.”
 
   “The deuce! What happened to Lady Rosalind? Quick, man!”
 
   “When Jim brought her to me, I took her to an inn. She left on the mail coach for London the next morning.”
 
   “Are you sure she left York?”
 
   “Yes, Y’grace. I spoke to the innkeeper.”
 
   “Where did she plan to go?”
 
   “I don’t know that, Y’grace.” Simon gave his cap a wringing.
 
   “Her ladyship didn’t tell us. Said it would go better for us if we didn’t know.”
 
   Worry assailed Hugh afresh. Had Rosalind reached her destination safely? “Your brother has since disappeared, you say?”
 
   “I haven’t seen ’ide nor ’air of him since he returned to Merryville House. I fear for him, Y’grace. I really do.”
 
   “What has Merryville to say of this?”
 
   “He doesn’t know so he says. But he’s lying. Jim told me the marriage was a sham, that the preacher was a no-good,” Simon said. “Forced into it she was, before her father was laid in the ground.”
 
   “You’re sure of this?”
 
   “I am, Y’grace.”
 
   Why hadn’t Rosalind come to him for help? There was so much he wanted to ask her. Where was she?
 
   As anger heated through him like poison, Hugh slammed the glass down so hard it broke. He wanted to run Merryville through with his sword. “I need more on this man, Rupert
 
   Merryville.”
 
   “Merryville is the lady’s first cousin. He’s spent a lot of time at Merryville House over the years, since he was a small lad. Thinks of the place as his own from what I gather. He keeps bad company these days. When he ill-treated Lady Rosalind’s favorite mare, Jim brought the horse to me to keep safe.”
 
   Hugh jumped up. Rosalind would want him to do something about this. He turned to Simon, who stood, clutching his hat. “Do you know the Merryville estate well?”
 
   “I’ve helped Jim out there over the years, when he needed an extra hand at foaling time.”
 
   “Do you have any idea where Merryville might keep your brother, should he be held there?”
 
   Simon rubbed his brow. “If they have him in the house, I can’t help, for I’ve never been inside. There are the stables but that’s unlikely. Some old sheds on the grounds are not used much, but for storage of extra hay and the like.”
 
   Hugh took his pistol out of its case and loaded it. “Take your trap. We’ll search there at first light.” He shook his head at Peter who had stepped closer, looking hopeful of some action. “No, Peter. You are not coming,”
 
   “But, Your Grace,” argued Peter. “You will need someone to stay with the horses!”
 
   Hugh reluctantly accepted the common sense of this argument. “Very well. As long as you do stay with the horses.”
 
   *****
 
   At dawn, Hugh rode while Simon and Peter drove to Merryville House in Simon’s trap.
 
   Hugh left a note for the others, informing them that business would concern him for most of the day, and he would see them in the afternoon. He was sure Felicity wouldn’t emerge from her room until close to noon.
 
   The gates were closed today. Peter jumped down to open them.
 
   The approach through the woods shielded them from the house. Before they reached the final bend in the road, Hugh instructed Simon to drive the trap in amongst the trees. He dismounted. “Remain here, Peter,” he said to his young servant, “until I call for you.”
 
   Hugh stole through the woods following Simon, his eyes fixed on the smoke rising from the chimneys. Simon described the layout of the grounds and the best way to reach the two sheds unseen.
 
   They burst out of the woods bent double at a run and took cover in the orchard. Hugh gripped his pistol, wondering what they would find. 
 
   Keeping low, they crept up to the window of the first of the shingle huts. Only saddles, traces, and bags of feed were inside.
 
   With a nod to the man beside him, Hugh moved on. The grounds were silent save for the twitter of birds and the whickering horses. Thorns grabbed at Hugh’s coat as he brushed by wild roses climbing rampant over a wall. 
 
   Roses like the one Rosalind carried by the river at Vale Park that first day. He was swamped by fear and a sense of powerlessness. It nearly robbed him of breath. He had to find her. But first, he would deal with these vermin.
 
   Approaching the second shed, they peered through the window thick with cobwebs and dust. Hugh rubbed at the glass.
 
   “He’s in there,” Hugh murmured, wondering if the prostrate man lying deathly still on a pile of sacks was still alive.
 
   “Jim!” Simon cursed.
 
   “Keep watch,” Hugh whispered, removing the heavy piece of wood that jammed the door shut. Hugh pushed it open, relieved the door’s rusty hinges didn’t make the devil of a noise. He motioned for Simon to go in.
 
   Simon fell to his knees. “Jim! It’s me. I have the Duke of Vale here with me.”
 
   After receiving a non-too gentle shake, Jim came round. He rolled over and stared at them, rubbing his eyes. Dried blood was smeared over his brow and his face appeared greenish-white in the gloom.
 
   “It would seem we are just in time,” Hugh said. He put his arm around the sagging man’s shoulder as he tried to stand.
 
   “Your brother will take you straight to a surgeon, Jim. But first, tell me about your captors. Do you expect them to bring you food?”
 
   Jim looked up at the angle of the sun, wincing in the light.
 
   “They have been feeding me, so I expect they’ll bring me breakfast soon,” he said. “Can’t decide what to do with me.” Despite being barely able to hold up his head, he grinned. “Won’t they be surprised to find me gone?”
 
   After Simon half-carried Jim back to the trap, Hugh molded a pile of dried leaves into the shape of a body and covered it with the horse blanket. He barred the door and moved back into the cover of trees to wait.
 
   He was considering forcing his way through the front door, but Jim had told him of the two nasty customers Merryville kept in his employ. Surprise seemed the best plan of attack. He hoped one man would bring Jim’s breakfast, but if there were two, he’d deal with them. He was so angry, he was more than happy to fill them full of lead.
 
   An hour passed before boots crunched through the undergrowth. Preparing to take the man by surprise, he rose from his hiding place to steal a look, then uttered a muffled curse.
 
   “Peter, what the deuce are you doing here?”
 
   “I worried that you might need my help, Your Grace,” Peter whispered. “Simon’s taken Jim off in the trap, and as you didn’t instruct me to go with them, I thought it better to come find you.”
 
   “You have a devil of way of twisting my orders to suit yourself, young Peter. Well, you’re here now, but no heroics, understand? These men are murderous rascals. I’m surprised Jim is still alive.”
 
   A grin split Peter’s face. “Right you are, Your Grace.”
 
   “Keep behind me, and for the lord’s sake, follow my orders implicitly.”
 
   “I will, Your Grace.”
 
   Hugh silenced Peter with his hand. Two men walked down the path from the house. Hugh cocked his pistol. One of the men carried a mug and bowl on a tray. The smaller man opened the shed door and went inside, the larger man following with the tray.
 
   Hugh ran to the door and put his foot on the big man’s behind, giving him a hefty nudge. Taken by surprise, the man fell forward, sending the tray flying and spreading gruel over the small man. It knocked the air out of him for he spluttered and cursed.
 
   Hugh slammed the door shut and slid the wooden baton into place. The men yelled and banged. Hugh waited to see if there was a reaction to their calls, but no one appeared to investigate.
 
   He and Peter were halfway to the house when a crash sounded as the men smashed the shed’s windowpane. It would be impossible for even the smaller one to climb through it, but their voices carried further on the air.
 
   “Time to tackle Merryville,” Hugh said, when they reached the driveway. “Wait for me here and keep out of sight.”
 
   Despite the urgency of his mission, Hugh acknowledged the estate’s rustic charm. Rosalind had grown up here. It explained so much about the woman he’d come to love. He marched over the gravel drive, mounted the porch and seized the knocker. A wizened butler opened the door.
 
   “Duke of Vale, here to see Lord Merryville. Hurry, man.”
 
   The flustered butler went to announce him, but Hugh passed him on the stairs.
 
   In the drawing room, Rupert shot up from his chair. “Why didn’t you announce him, you fool?” he growled.
 
   “The Duke of Vale,” the butler said in a quavering tone and backed out of the room.
 
   “As you see, Your Grace, it is difficult to get decent help in the country.” Rupert pointed to a chair. “Please, won’t you sit?”
 
   Hugh strode across the room and grabbed Rupert by the cravat twisting it until Rupert’s face went beetroot red. His hands flailed uselessly in an attempt to stop him and he began to drag in breaths.
 
   Hugh released him. Then he punched Rupert in the face.
 
   The slim man fell back in his chair clutching his nose, blood spilling over his fingers. “You nearly killed me!”
 
   Hugh stood over him, legs apart, fists clenched. “That was for Jim. I’ve learned of your ill-treatment of Lady Rosalind. I intend to call you out for that.”
 
   “I wouldn’t advise you do, Vale.” Rupert took out a linen handkerchief and held it to his nose. “I doubt Rosie would like it if you killed me. We are cousins, you know.”
 
   Hugh took out his pistol and cocked it. He leveled it at Rupert’s heart. “Tell me where she is. Now. Or I’ll put a ball in your head and splatter your brains all over that nice chair.”
 
   “She is in London with her aunt.” Rupert held up his hands. “My, my, Vale. Such spleen. Come back when my wife is here to set you straight.”
 
   Hugh leaned over and prodded his chest with the gun. “She is not your wife. And she never wished to be.”
 
   Rupert’s bright green eyes widened. “I have told you her whereabouts.” climbed to his feet, gingerly feeling his nose. “Kindly leave my house, or I’ll have my men deal with you. They are not so polite.”
 
   “Give me your assurance Rosalind has no more to fear from you.”
 
   Rupert huffed out a laugh. “What is she to you, eh? Had your eye on her for a mistress, did you?”
 
   Hugh’s jaw tightened. His guilt held him back from drawing Rupert’s cork again. “I am within a whisker of calling you out, sir.”
 
   Rupert apparently noted the fiery rage burning in Hugh’s eyes and took a step back.
 
   “There’s no need to be so hasty, Vale. I’m sure you are an expert with both sword and pistol. It would prove an unbalanced affair. I confess I’ve lived an idle life.”
 
   Disgusted, Hugh swiveled on his heel. He stopped at the door. “By the way, I’ve relieved you of your captive. It goes without saying you shall not accost him again.”
 
   When it became obvious Hugh was leaving, Rupert straightened his cravat. “Could you tell me then, if you please, what you have done with my men?”
 
   Hugh left him to discover it for himself. He stomped across the grounds desperate to deal with the snake properly, but he needed to have Rosalind’s view on that first. Peter ran alongside him as they loped down the driveway.
 
   Simon appeared driving the trap. Hugh mounted his horse, and leaving the two men to follow, galloped back to York, wishing he could be sure that Rosalind was safe. He prayed that she was with her aunt in London. 
 
   Frustration coiled within him tightening his belly. Before he could even begin to look for her, he had to return Felicity to the bosom of her family.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty
 
   As was planned, first thing Saturday morning, Rosie left for York with Aunt Rebecca. It was a warm day and the London parks were lush and green and filled with strolling couples reveling in the spell of warm weather. 
 
   Rosie could take no joy in it. She rested her head against the squabs, frightened by what awaited her in York.
 
   “I want to stop in Vale Park Village, Aunt,” she said. “We can have luncheon there while we take on a new team.”
 
   “Someone you’re hoping to see?” Aunt Rebecca asked with a smirk.
 
   “Yes, my dressmaker, Sophie. I want to give her some up-to-date fashion magazines. She is far too skilled to be shut away in the country.”
 
   Rosie was eager to tell Sophie that the ball gown she had made for the Vale Park ball had not been equaled in fit or style by any of those fashioned in London.
 
   *****
 
   At Vale Park Village, her visit with Sophie at an end, Rosie waited for her aunt to enter the coach. As she waved goodbye to the Frenchwoman, a tall figure strode across the village green.
 
   Hugh! 
 
   Her knees weakened and her heart pounded. As he drew closer, she tried to read his expression.
 
   His eyes blazed down into hers. “Lady Rosalind,” he said huskily, as he kissed her hand. “Am I dreaming?”
 
   “Your Grace,” she forced her knees into a curtsey, wondering if he thought she’d come for a glimpse of him. “I have just called on my seamstress. We planned to take luncheon at the inn here. My aunt and I are on our way to York.”
 
   He raised a dark brow. “Indeed?”
 
   “What’s the delay, Rosalind?” Aunt Rebecca thrust her head out of the coach door. “Oh, how do you do, Your Grace.” Her glance flicked back between Rosie and Hugh. “What a fortunate circumstance.”
 
   Hugh bowed to her aunt “Most fortunate, Lady Redcliffe.”
 
    “I hope you and Her Grace are well?” Aunt Rebecca asked.
 
   “My sister and I are in good health, thank you.”
 
   Rosie’s cheeks heated and she couldn’t meet Hugh’s gaze as he sought to search her eyes.
 
   “I meant your wife, Your Grace,” her disgraceful aunt persisted. “Have you not been recently married?”
 
   “I have not, Lady Redcliffe. I would be delighted should you break your journey at Vale Park.”
 
   “Thank you, most kind of you.” With that, her aunt withdrew her head and settled back on the squabs.
 
   Hugh took Rosie’s arm in a determined grip. “We have much to talk about you and me,” he said in an undertone. “Allow me to assist you into your coach.”
 
   Hugh shut the door. “Drive on to Vale Park,” he instructed the coachman.
 
   As the coach rolled down the road toward the gates of Vale Park, Aunt Rebecca’s blue eyes twinkled. “I told you,” she said in a satisfied voice. “I knew it.”
 
   “You knew what exactly, Aunt?” Rosie asked distractedly, biting her bottom lip. “His Grace looks very well, don’t you think?”
 
   “Ha,” her aunt said, and nodded.
 
   “I can’t make any sense out of you at all,” Rosie said crossly.
 
   She gazed out the window at the man riding ahead. He was so handsome, she could hardly breathe.
 
   When their carriage reached the house, Hugh assisted them from the vehicle. “We’ll take luncheon in the dining room,” he instructed Porter.
 
   ****
 
   Hugh had so much to tell Rosalind, but could say little as they ate.
 
   When the meal was over, however, Aunt Rebecca claimed the need of a refreshing nap.
 
   “I wish to show you something at the stables,” Hugh said, taking Rosalind’s arm.
 
   She glanced at him curiously.
 
   They left the house and began to walk along the gravel drive.
 
   “You and Lady Felicity are not yet married?” she asked him.
 
   “Lady Felicity is now wed to another,” he said with a smile.
 
   Rosalind’s eyes widened. “How extraordinary.”
 
   “It appears that many wish to marry for love, nowadays.”
 
   “Not prosperous families with an eye to increasing their wealth, I imagine.”
 
   “No, it wasn’t easy to persuade Felicity’s father to agree to her marriage to a second son. It helped when I offered to gift him two hundred acres of Vale Park land.”
 
   She searched his eyes. “You are not unhappy?”
 
   He took her by the shoulders and swung her around to face him. “No. I wish to marry for love too.”
 
   “You do?” she whispered.
 
   “Did I not tell you precisely that in the woods the night we made love? Or have you forgotten?”
 
   She sighed. “I remember every minute of the night.”
 
   “Why didn’t you turn to me for help?”
 
   “I refused to bring scandal down on your head. I still do.”
 
   “My foolish love.” He pulled her close and took her mouth in a heated kiss.
 
   Rosie didn’t push him away. She nestled her head against his chest. “Oh, Hugh, we can’t be together. I must return to York to deal with Rupert. I’m worried about my groom.”
 
   “Come.” He took her hand. As they reached the stable block, a man emerged.
 
   Rosalind let go of his hand and ran forward. “Jim! I can’t believe it’s you!”
 
   Jim grinned. “His Grace rescued me, my lady. He kindly let me bring your mare, Jessie. She’s safe here in the stables. That rascal cousin of yours had me tied up in a garden shed.”
 
   She spun to face Hugh, her eyes shining. “I can’t imagine how you came to know of this.”
 
   She looked so beautiful he caught his breath. “I shall tell you all of it, my love, in good time,” he said, taking her arm. “You must excuse us, Jim. I wish to show Lady Rosalind the rose arbor.”
 
   Jim grinned and bowed.
 
   ****
 
   “I’ve ached for you, Rosalind,” Hugh murmured, drawing her away into a shady corner of the rose garden. His arms encircled her and drew her close. His tender voice and his hard body were like a balm to her damaged soul. She wrapped her arms around his neck, to gaze into his beloved face, his warm brown eyes filled with love.
 
   His mouth covered hers hungrily. She was filled with a heated yearning that drove all rational thought from her head.
 
   Hugh led her to the seat in the arbor where bees hummed amongst the bright blossoms. “I picked the wrong name for you.”
 
   He kissed the hollow at the base of her throat. “Rosalind in double hose would have been just perfect.”
 
   Rosie laughed. “Rosie.”
 
   “Rosie.” His voice was husky as his lips found the sensitive spot below her ear.
 
   “My father was fond of Shakespeare.”
 
   Her head was spinning. She should resist him. She wanted to do the right thing by the man she loved. “I don’t dare think of a future for us, Hugh. Rupert will spread the most dreadful gossip about us in London. I carry a letter for the magistrate to evict him from my home. He is a very dangerous man. I suspect he might have hastened my father’s death.”
 
   “Won’t you leave Rupert to me, Rosie?” He took her chin in his hand. “Have I not proved I can handle him?”
 
   She touched his cheek. “Oh, you have, Hugh. But Rupert is a dishonorable man; he will lie and cheat for his own ends. I worry for your sister’s sake too. She is on the Almack’s committee and very much a part of London Society. The scandal would embarrass and upset her dreadfully.”
 
   “It won’t come to that.”
 
   She gazed at him anxiously. “What do you plan to do?”
 
   “We will go to York tomorrow and see what’s best to be done. And once that’s settled, my darling, will you promise to marry me, Rosie?”
 
   “Oh, Hugh. I want so much to be your wife. I love you.”
 
   Hugh kissed the sensitive spot on her throat below her ear.
 
   “Do you know when I fell in love with you?”
 
   She smiled and shook her head.
 
   “When you walked into my breakfast room in that dreadful blue gown my housekeeper gave you. I wanted to strip it off you immediately.”
 
   “You did?”
 
   “To dress you in an outfit far more suited to your beauty, of course.”
 
   “Oh, I see,” she said, with false gravity.
 
   “And then to remove those. Slowly. Piece by piece.”
 
   Rosie laughed. “I believe this confirms what I’ve always thought. You are a rake, Your Grace.”
 
   Hugh’s eyebrows shot up. “A rake?”
 
   “You and your friend, Jock entered the library when I was reading on the gallery. You talked of defending Princess Caroline, which I thought was a noble cause. But then the conversation turned to your French mistress.”
 
   “And you didn’t think to show yourself?”
 
   “Of course not. Snoops learn so much more, don’t you think?”
 
   “You are going to be difficult to keep in line, Lady Rosalind.”
 
    “Only, if you are unjust.” She stroked his cheek. “And I know you won’t be.”
 
   “You have little to worry about, I am well broken in. I had to escort Felicity all the way to York and back, and that’s no mean feat, I can assure you. I’m relieved she now has a husband.”
 
   Rosie gazed at him with love shining in her eyes. “I don’t know why she chose him over you, but I’m so glad she did.” She put her hands to her cheeks. “Let’s go and tell Nanny. Won’t she be surprised.”
 
   “Not about us I shouldn’t think,” Hugh said, with a smile.
 
   “Nanny is a canny old soul.”
 
   Three days later, Hugh’s carriage deposited Rosie and her aunt at the King’s Arms Hotel in York where they would stay until Rupert was evicted from the house.
 
   On the way in the carriage, Rosie had confessed her suspicion that Rupert had murdered her father. She expressed her dread at what Rupert would do, when they went to see the magistrate the next morning. She had the solicitor’s letter in case she needed it, but Hugh planned to find the Merryville House servants Rupert had dismissed and question them. He wanted Merryville imprisoned in Newgate on a charge of murder.
 
   The Magistrate, Mr. Bosworth, grimly showed them in. “I’m afraid I have grave news, Lady Rosalind. Your cousin, Lord Merryville is deceased. We believe he was murdered by the two henchmen he employed to help run his estate.” He shook his head. “A most unwise choice on his part, for they were of the worst type. They stabbed him and left his body in the garden, and robbed the house. Constabulary are scouring the countryside for them, but I fear they are long gone.”
 
   “Good riddance to bad rubbish.” Aunt Rebecca rose from her seat and patted her hat. “Shall we go?” she said, ignoring the magistrate who gazed at her open mouthed.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-One
 
   Hugh arranged for a special license, and he and Rosie were wed quietly in York. They returned to spend their wedding night at Merryville House. Rosie wanted to share her memories with Hugh and tell him all about her father and the life they shared together.
 
   After her bath, Rosie’s maid had assisted her into her cream silk nightgown and brushed her hair in the beautiful pink and green bedchamber where a fragrant apple wood fire burned in the hearth.
 
   “You may go, Sarah.”
 
   This had been Rosie’s mother’s room. Candles fluttered and a cold breeze stirred the green damask curtains bringing her to the open window. It was a crisp autumn night. Leaves drifted from the trees and piled up on the ground. There was the chill breath of winter in the air.
 
   Rosie closed the window. In her distress, she had barely registered the changing seasons. She crossed the flowery Wilton carpet. The bed was dressed with the same green damask bed hangings as the curtains, which were prettily embroidered. 
 
   Vases of late flowering pink and white lilies sat on the delicate French side table and the dresser.
 
   She climbed onto the bed, her heart fluttering. Months had passed since that night in the woods. They’d had such a short time together. Her longing had only grown stronger with each passing day. She yearned to feel his silky skin against hers, and the weight of his body on hers. 
 
   Remembering the exquisite sensations his mouth and clever hands produced, she tingled with desire and nerves, hot and restless.
 
   Hugh entered the room, handsome in his dressing gown of maroon silk. He sat on the bed beside her. “I have dreamed of this moment,” he said, “to have you in my bed with all the time in the world.”
 
   A surge of excited anticipation rushed through her, warming her nether regions. “And I, my love.”
 
   He fondled the silky fabric of her nightgown. “This is pretty, but I want to see you. I want to kiss you all over, down to your toes.” As he slipped the nightgown over her head, she smelt his musky scent. He began to carry out his threat, kissing her lips, her neck, roaming over her body until she moaned.
 
   He stood to strip off his dressing gown revealing his powerful shoulders, broad chest tapering to a slim waist and hips and long muscular legs.
 
   When he joined her on the bed, Rosie stroked the fine mat of dark hair on his chest down his stomach to his erection.
 
   Growing curious, she wanted to take control and pushed against his chest.
 
   With a smile, Hugh lay back and allowed her free rein. She saw the raw need in his eyes, and knowing that he would not remain submissive for long, added a sense of exhilaration and urgency to her actions.
 
   Her fingers danced over his hard chest and the ridged muscles of his stomach. Loving the power she had to affect him so, she trailed kisses across his chest, tracing the outline of first one nipple then the other with her tongue. His breathed hitched as his hands stroked over the curve of her hip and her bottom.
 
   She ran her fingers along his erection, marveling at its length, how hot and firm it was beneath its silken sheath. The thought of it inside her caused a warm pool of moisture to gather between her legs.
 
   Hugh gave another hoarse groan. Her hair drifted across his chest as she stroked him.
 
   “I want to kiss you here,” she said, looking up at him.
 
   “Kiss me then,” he said his voice a growl.
 
   She brought her lips down onto his hot flesh. He smelled so male; her stomach gave another stronger, pull of yearning.
 
   His hips arched. “Rosie!”
 
   Hugh rolled her over onto her back. He leaned down over her, his eyes hungry. “Let’s not have this over before we begin.”
 
   He covered her mouth with his, gently biting her bottom lip. She drew him closer, her hand at his nape as his tongue tasting sweetly of wine searched the cavern of her mouth. His fingers entered the folds of her sex and stroked the hard pearl beneath, sending tingles flying along her nerve endings.
 
   She was panting and an urgent need coiled within her belly making her impatient. “I want you, Hugh.”
 
   Hugh pushed her legs apart and lay between them. His erection rubbed against her most sensitive spot.
 
   As the sensation built, she bit her lip with the urgency of it.
 
   “Hugh!”
 
   He gave a gruff laugh, and entered her with one swift push, moving slowly until he filled her.
 
   With a cry of satisfaction, Rosie drew her legs up around his hips. She sighed with pleasure as her body drew him in.
 
   Hugh pushed inside and almost withdrew, building to a steady rhythm. As their breaths mingled and their desire raged, he thrust harder. Rosie’s fingers dug into his shoulders.
 
   Hugh suddenly withdrew from her. Ignoring her mew of protest, he rolled over until she lay on top of him. When his mouth claimed hers, she gasped against his lips.
 
   “I want you to ride me,” he said. “Watching you on that horse made me lust for the day we’d do this together.”
 
   He settled her thighs over his hips until she straddled him.
 
   He pushed up into her body causing a whole new array of sensations to crash through her. She stared into his eyes as he gripped her hips and began to thrust hard, her derriere coming down against him. Rosie moaned and moved her hips and they rocked together with mounting passion.
 
   Hugh shaped her breasts with his hands, thumbing her nipples. “Touch yourself, Rosie.” He took her hand and placed her fingers against the hardened pearl. The very touch sent fire racing along her nerve endings. She gazed down into his eyes filled with desire and love. He thrust rhythmically into her hot and moist center. When he tweaked her sensitive nipples, she began the rush towards that elusive and powerful feeling.
 
   Hugh groaned and slowed, lifting her hips, almost withdrawing from her, then lowering her again. Rosie was lost, she was hardly aware of her murmured endearments. She bent to kiss him, their tongues mingling, her sensitive nipples pressed against his hard chest, and her breath shortened.
 
   Her passion was mirrored in his eyes. He delighted in it.
 
   The way he made her feel; the way she made him feel.
 
   Her belly tightened and waves of emotion crashed over her again and again. She cried out.
 
   With a groan, Hugh joined her, wrapping her tightly in his arms.
 
   He settled her beside him as their breathing quieted and their heartbeats slowed. Lifting a strand of her hair away from her moist cheek, he tucked it behind her ear. “I had planned to instruct you in the art of lovemaking. But I suspect you may have something to teach me.”
 
   “I am an eager pupil, Your Grace.” Rosie gazed into brown eyes as warm and dark as chocolate. She rested her head on his chest. “I can’t wait to return to Vale Park. Do we leave tomorrow?”
 
   “We do.”
 
   “Could we stop at an inn on the way?”
 
   “Of course. We shall need to change the horses.”
 
   Rosie giggled. “I doubt you keep your horses there. It’s not the style of inn you would ordinarily frequent. I promised to give Sally, a serving maid, there, one of my gowns and my pearls.”
 
   Hugh shook his head. “You have a lot to tell me, I think.”
 
   He gave her a heavy lidded smile, which made her pulse start to race again.
 
   “But not now.” His hand cupped a breast and he nibbled on her bottom lip, his voice soft. “I have stored up quite a hunger for you, darling, Rosie.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
   Vale Park 1821
 
   Hugh had to see Rosie. Just to make sure she was all right.
 
   This had gone on too long. Women could die in childbirth couldn’t they? His life would end if he lost Rosie!
 
   Each time his steps took him to the end of the passageway, Hugh checked the long case clock. It had been an excruciatingly slow six hours since Rosie’s pains began.
 
   He gave a yell of frustration and swiveled on his heel, striding to the bedchamber, determined to see her, angry that he was barred from the room.
 
   Matthew Gayle came out and greeted him with a big smile.
 
   “Her Grace came through beautifully. You have a boy!”
 
   “Thank you, Matthew.” Hugh slapped the doctor on the back and ran inside. A lusty wail rose from the bed. 
 
   His son!
 
   Rosie lay propped up on pillows, pale and lovely, the babe in her arms. Hugh smoothed the damp locks away from her forehead. The shadows beneath her lovely eyes made him anxious. “How are you, my darling?”
 
   “Tired and sore, but so happy.”
 
   He frowned. “Are you sure?”
 
   “I am in the pink of health, Hugh. Ask the doctor.”
 
   “Well, yes, Matthew has assured me…” He leaned down to kiss her. “A boy!”
 
   Her violet eyes danced. “’Twas what you asked for, Your Grace. You know I can deny you nothing.”
 
   Hugh took the bonny boy’s hand. Tiny fingers closed around one of his. The baby stopped crying and opened his eyes.
 
   “Welcome, Aubrey Edward Alistair, Eighth Marquess of Isleworth,” Hugh said. “I wish your grandfather was here to meet you. Look, Rosie, he has the Vale black hair.”
 
   She caressed the baby’s head. “It’s raven like yours. See how it glows red in the candlelight.”
 
   “But with your blue eyes.”
 
   “They won’t stay that way. They are sure to turn brown.”
 
   “No. They’ll remain blue,” Hugh said. “Won’t they, Nanny?”
 
   Nanny crossed to the bed. She took the baby from Rosie with sure hands. “Blue, and they’ll remain blue, if I know anything about it.”
 
   Aunt Rebecca came into the room dressed in a new primrose gown styled in the first stare of fashion, the waist more defined, and the skirt shorter displaying her patterned stockings.
 
   “What is the news about town?” Rosie asked. “Has the ton lost interest in how Hugh wedded the ‘ice maiden’ without ceremony in York?”
 
   “The news focuses on the king’s coronation,” Nanny said.
 
   “Isn’t that true, Lady ?”
 
   “Indeed. From the moment of his father’s death, the king has behaved very shabbily. He has caused a great commotion by refusing to allow his wife to enter Westminster Abbey on the day of his coronation. He employed prizefighters dressed as pages to keep her out! The Whigs were outraged. It’s Queen Caroline, who has come out of this looking the best.”
 
   Aunt Rebecca kissed Rosie’s cheek. “I declare you two love-birds ceased to interest anyone over a year ago when the rumor that you had to marry was disproved. Upon my word, you are now too countrified by half!”
 
   Rosie laughed. “We shall take Aubrey to town. Hugh wishes to introduce a new bill into the House of Lords concerning the rights of tenant farmers. I do like your gown, Aunt Rebecca. It is very modish.”
 
   Aunt Rebecca smoothed the skirt with her hands. “Madam Sophie made it for me. Pretty, isn’t it? I declare I’ll never wear black or grey again. She’s extremely busy in her London salon, my dear. Parisian dressmakers are de rigueur.”
 
   “And what of—”
 
   “Enough, Rosie!” Hugh said. “The rest of the world can wait. You should rest.”
 
   “Yes, a very sensible suggestion.” Nanny tucked the sleeping baby into his cradle by the bed. “You must allow us to remove his lordship to the nursery, Your Grace. You have an excellent nursery staff eager to attend him.”
 
   “Soon,” Rosie said. “I want to enjoy him a little longer.”
 
   When Nanny and Aunt Rebecca left the room, Hugh leaned down and pressed a parting kiss on her lips. “We received a letter from Clarissa, she and Edward are coming to visit with baby Emma.”
 
   “If Edward has his way, it will be weeks before we see them,” Rosie said, screwing up her nose. “For they will travel at a snail’s pace and stop at every respectable inn along the way.”
 
   Hugh grinned. “Then they’ll be here for Christmas.”
 
   The baby murmured in his sleep. Hugh reached down to stroke his velvet cheek. “I’ll take Aubrey to ‘Gentleman’ John Jackson for a boxing bout in Old Bond Street, when he’s older.
 
   And teach him to ride.”
 
   “But not to jump fences.”
 
   He laughed. “You think I can stop him when we are his parents?”
 
   “I’ll teach him how to treat a lady.”
 
   “He will learn from his sister, as I did.”
 
   “His sister?”
 
   “If you still wish for more children?”
 
   “Well, of course I do. We planned on at least six, did we not?” She smiled. “The doctor says we can begin very soon.”
 
   Hugh laughed and drew her close. “My love.”
 
   The End
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