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The Ghost and Jacob Moorhead

Jeanne Savery

 








Chapter One

 

Verity Tomlinson took the front stairs very much in the manner of an octogenarian. Her twenty-six years had not been proof against the long days and nights of worry, of constant care, and now the still more tiring convalescence of her beloved Aunt Jenna, more formally known as Mrs. Honey Jennings. But Honey was a much-despised name and had been forgotten long ago. She was Jenna to everyone who knew her.

Jenna had reached that difficult stage of an illness where it was very nearly impossible to convince an invalid that rest and care were important. Verity feared a relapse.

When she’d reached the landing halfway down the last flight, the front door suddenly burst open and Verity froze, staring.

“Hello!” shouted the tall sun-gilded stranger striding into the comfortably large marble-tiled entry. Tossing his hat onto the table set in the middle of the flagged floor, he very nearly upset a vase of wilted flowers. He frowned at it as if, man fashion, he knew something was the matter with it but couldn’t decide what. Then, glancing around, he muttered, “Where the devil is everyone?”

Startled by the man’s informal entrance, Verity moved back a step. Her mouth felt dry and her heart beat more quickly. Fear, she thought. It is only fear.

But she lied. With more than a quarter century in her dish, Verity had an inkling of what that energy surging through her body meant—unfortunately, the men who roused it were never of a character she admired. It was always their looks. This one was tall, broad in the shoulders, slim in the hips, and he wore, like a second skin, that devil-may-care attitude that always inspired a tingling throughout her body.

Trying to avoid the knowledge that she was once again attracted to someone who would prove to be unsuitable, she too looked around, echoing his thought. Yes, where is the footman who should be stationed here?

Her movement caught the man’s eye and he looked up. His brows arched and were very nearly hidden under a wild tangle of auburn curls that fell over a high forehead. “Well,” said the stranger, a wealth of meaning in his tone, “what have we here? And coming down the front stairs too! Tsk tsk, my dear.” The brows, which had lowered to more normal but well-defined arcs above his eyes, arched high once more. “Does Mrs. Jennings know you do it?” he asked.

A twitch to his lips suggested something of the tease or the flirt, but Verity was too tired to respond in kind. “The housekeeper knows. She insists,” replied Verity. Anger at him, at her reaction to him, revived her tired body, giving her strength. Her chin tilted. “However that may be,” she added, her tone firming, “she’d be outraged that a total stranger has walked in uninvited without a single trace of abashment.”

The brows not only lost the arch but lowered over deep-set eyes in something of a glower. “And just who are you to chide me? A servant? A person from whom I should expect nothing but service? You’ve no right to hand out lessons, Miss Snippety. Find Mrs. Jennings. I must see her immediately.”

Verity hesitated. “I…am housekeeper for the nonce. Just who might you be?”

“You? Housekeeper?” He roared with laughter, an odd mix of hilarity and doubt.

The sound echoed around the hall and Verity, descending the last half dozen steps to the tiled floor, rushed to shush him. “Quiet. You must be quiet.”

Something in her tone stilled him. He studied her worried features. More quietly he asked, “Why?”

Verity rubbed a hand over tired eyes. The enlivening if angry energy seeped away and her stiff spine slumped slightly. “There is illness in the house. I’ve only just got my patient to sleep and you’ll wake her. She must sleep.”

“Illness.” His voice sharpened. “What is wrong?”

“Nothing which need concern you,” said Verity and sighed. When his expression demanded more of a response, she added, “Nothing but worry and overwork, preparing for an heir who doesn’t seem to care a jot. Also concern for a relative, and, last but not least, what must be a weakness of the heart. She is not young, after all, and she frightened us half to death when she collapsed. Now we cannot convince her she needn’t rise from her sickbed and kill herself for an ingrate who isn’t going to show his face in any case.”

“Preparing for an heir? You mean the housekeeper? Jenna? Jenna-mine is ill?” His mouth hardened and a cold look appeared in his eyes.

Idly, Verity wondered why the mere sight of such well-defined lips should cause her pulse to leap when his inconsiderate behavior was such she shouldn’t find him of any interest at all.

“The ingrate,” he continued, his deep voice something of a growl, “will be the first to tell Jenna that she must not work herself to death. He needs her. She’s the only one who may make exile to the wilds of Yorkshire tolerable.”

Before Verity, bone-tired and not thinking well, could question that, the green baize-covered door, half hidden by the rise of the staircase, opened and a young under-housemaid, raced in, tears spurting from her eyes. “Miss, miss, come quick. Cook sliced his thumb and is bleeding all over everything.”

Verity, who had arrived at the Hall only a few weeks before the copper-headed stranger, couldn’t immediately decipher the broad speech of the locally raised maid. Before she’d managed to do so, the man set his hands to either side of her shoulders, lifted her, set her aside, and long strides took him toward the baize-covered door behind which he disappeared.

It was still another moment before Verity’s wits returned and she followed at a run.

* * * * *
 

Hearing the arrival of Jacob Moorhead, the heir designated to inherit this particular property, the late Lord Everston floated in rather tentative fashion toward the library doors. He hesitated. Then taking in a nonexistent breath, he lifted his hand, placed it where once he’d have felt dark wood and, after one more instant’s hesitation, pushed it farther ahead of himself. The shadowy hand eased into…through…the door. After another of those nonexistent breaths, the whole of him followed.

His jaw firmed at the sight of his granddaughter arguing with the lad he wished were heir to his title instead of the hypocrite his brother had sired. His youngest brother’s grandson was just such a one as he’d been himself in his youth, wild and foolish as bedamned, but he’d outgrown it and—the nonexistent jaw tightened still more—so would this twig of a branch of the Tomlinson family tree.

On the other hand, that female—his granddaughter—needed a lesson or two of another sort. Arrogant little witch.

“Come quick.”

Lord Everston’s head turned, his gaze burning into the maid’s mind. Without a thought of how he’d done it, his late lordship found himself in the kitchen and was already there when Jacob, his granddaughter on his grandnephew’s heels, rushed in.

The kitchen was in an uproar.

“You,” ordered Jacob after a quick survey, “stop those hysterical maids from making themselves sick.”

Verity stiffened. “Who the devil are you to give me orders?”

“The ingrate, of course,” he said without stopping in his direct route to where Cook was screaming French imprecations that Jacob hoped the young woman didn’t understand.

Verity did and, for a moment, admired the Frenchman’s fluency. Her education on the Continent, reared by parents too much in love to pay her sister or herself much attention, had been rather broader than her parents had known or approved. After ascertaining that the stranger knew what he was doing, she turned to where the maids were enjoying a companionable but rather competitive chorus of hysterics.

Verity might not have been in residence long but she knew the ringleader among the maids, went straight to her and slapped her sharply although not harshly on either cheek. When the chit, her mouth still opened, stilled, Verity ordered her to prepare Cook’s bed for when he was bandaged and ready to retire to recover from the shock. Other maids slunk away leaving only one, who, eyes tight shut, was slumped against the wall. This one sobbed real tears.

Verity sighed. Jane actually had some reason for emotion. The cook was her secret lover—as everyone knew but tactfully avoided “knowing”. Cook was French and Roman Catholic and the maid had been reared in a strict local chapel. There was no possibility of marriage but they seemed unable to keep away from each other, even after swearing solemn oaths they would do so.

This maid needed somewhat more gentle handling but, when a hand on the girl’s shoulder got no response, Verity shook her. That resulted in a gulping sob. Tightening fingers on the thin flesh made the girl, her eyes shiny wet, look up.

“Oh, miss,” Jane said, gulping.

“He will be quite all right. Have you not heard him? Listen. A man does not swear like that if he is dying.”

The maid glanced across the room, saw a stranger putting a bandage on the injured hand and rushed across the flagged floor. Cook drew her against his side and mumbled French endearments into her hair.

Jacob finished his work and looked around. He saw Verity watching him, her arms crossed and a scowl on her brow. A few words to Cook and Jacob sauntered across the room while the maid led her lover toward a door leading to the male servants’ bedrooms.

Lord Everston watched his favorite grandnephew and his granddaughter, and his nonexistent brows arched as an idea flittered around in his equally nonexistent head. He grinned and drifted off, wondering how it might be arranged. Despite his original dislike and continuing irritation with the independent little chit, he’d discovered since her arrival that his granddaughter was not the hoyden she’d been during visits made by his second son and his granddaughters—but not his daughter-in-law—after his elder son and heir died.

Miss Verity, despite what he considered an irrational dislike of himself, was respectful of Jenna and had worked herself to a frazzle nursing her aunt when the woman collapsed. In fact, his lordship discovered that Verity had a great deal of sense in her cockloft, her intelligence hidden under a head of thick walnut-colored hair, which he also liked, always having had a penchant for dark heads. Much against his will, the deceased earl had had to recognize he actually admired this misbegotten whelp, the only remaining consequence of the runaway union between his younger son and his housekeeper’s much-younger sister.

His lordship regretted leaving Verity out of his will—but a union between Jacob and Verity would solve that particular problem. Besides, if Jacob fell in love, he’d obey the instructions whereby his inheritance of High Moor Hall would be made permanent, legally validated.

With grim satisfaction, his ghostly lordship thought of the secret clause known only to his solicitor, now he himself was dead. Yes, Jacob’s marriage to Verity would solve all sorts of problems…

* * * * *
 

In a tall narrow London townhouse situated on the edge of the best of tonnish neighborhoods, a lady entertained an unexpected guest. “Oh yes,” she said, yawning. “A bore. A great bore, this being a widow.”

The well-endowed beauty lifted another bonbon to her painted mouth and popped it in. She glanced at the new Lord Everston who looked older than his years. Round-shouldered and pot-bellied, with thinning reddish hair, a small mouth that tended to purse into a tight little knot under a nose far too long and thin… No, not a man she’d have looked at twice when indulging in the “freedom” that marriage to a despised and elderly husband had allowed her.

Instead of wedding the love of her life, she’d been married off at far too young an age and much against her will to an old man. Her own true-but-merely-moderately-well-off love was sent packing as her father gleefully accepted the settlements the old gentleman made. She recalled how she’d shuddered, shrunk from the man who, almost drooling, stared in a goggled-eyed fashion that reminded her of a dead fish. Her father ignored the hot look with which the elderly roué watched his young fiancée, the avid eating eyes. Her father was happy. He had what he wanted and never mind what she might want… Melissa Rumford shuddered at the memory.

It was no wonder she’d rebelled against the union she’d been forced into, had done her poor best to avoid. Suffering from a desperate need for the love and the affection she’d lost by it, she’d taken full advantage of that freedom. Marriage had not lived up to her immature dreams. The horrors of her wedding night soothed any faint twinges of guilt at her subsequent wanderings. The unofficial benefits of wedded blisslessness, assuming one had nerve, were, she’d discovered, satisfying at several levels.

There was revenge, of course. And occasionally some mild pleasure.

The new earl drew her attention. A shudder reminiscent of what she’d felt for her husband roused butterflies in her tummy.

With this man, pleasure will not be an option, she thought.

The new earl was not only soft and pudgy and unpleasantly unwashed, he was, according to gossip, sneaky, underhanded and not to be trusted. She nodded occasionally at snidely told on
dits, most of which she’d heard weeks previously, and wondered just why he’d appeared on her doorstep when most of the ton avoided it like the plague. Melissa had developed just enough cynicism she understood why the men with whom she’d formed briefly amusing connections were afraid to be seen coming and going through her front door. That was understandable. Aware of each and every affaire, no matter how carefully Melissa conducted them, tonnish women had, for several years now, done their best to snub her. She understood that too.

But what of her very few female friends? Well, it wasn’t as if she’d cultivated deep friendships with any women… So perhaps she understood why the latest scandal had led to their defection as well.

Scandal.

Melissa sighed. Perhaps she should have been more discreet. Instead she’d only half hidden that last affaire—but if it were that then the ladies’ animosity was most likely due to jealousy that they dared not emulate her. She eyed her guest. Given her scandalous reputation, she didn’t at all understand why the new and exceedingly sanctimonious Lord Everston had braved public opinion by knocking on her door.

“What?” she asked. “I’m sorry. Grief appears to have made me rather inattentive.”

“I asked,” said the earl with well-simulated patience, “if you’ve heard from my cousin.”

“Cousin?”

“My cousin.” He gave her what was known as an old-fashioned look but obliged with a name. “Jacob Moorhead.”

“Heard from Mr. Moorhead?” She blinked.

It appeared she’d been more than just a trifle indiscreet during this last affaire. Unfortunately she’d convinced herself that once her husband died, as was obvious he soon would do, that Jacob Moorhead would marry her. Then, just when she’d been certain all was in train for a proposal, that stupid will was read and Jacob, after an insultingly perfunctory it’s-been-fun-but-goodbye, had departed London for some godforsaken place in the north.

“Why do you think I’d have had word from Mr. Moorhead?” she asked, pretending innocence.

His lordship smirked. “Since you are his latest mistress, I’d have thought the least he’d do was send word of his safe arrival at my most northern estate.” His rather high and irritating voice rose into still more soprano notes.

“Your estate, my lord?”

“Mine. His late lordship, my uncle, was mad. Mad, mad, mad.” His voice rose again and, with effort, he lowered it. “Some of the very best of the Tomlinson properties to go to beggars? Unforgivable. Unthinkable. Unbelievable. All those properties belong to the title.” He had, from the first, ignored the fact that none were under entail and his uncle was legally free to leave them as he pleased. “As the new Lord Everston, they are mine.” Again he controlled his voice with effort, clearing his throat and eying her. “You might help me,” he said in an insinuating tone. “You might help yourself too,” he added more quickly. “At least Moorhead doesn’t actually need the estate. With your widow’s portion along with his healthy competence, why, you could live very well—on the Continent perhaps?”

Melissa’s thickly lashed eyes, an odd golden color and her best feature, narrowed. “What are you suggesting?”

“You are bored.” He barely waited for her nod of agreement. “For another two or three months you cannot enjoy so much as the least of tonnish pleasures. Not, and retain even a shred of reputation. Not that you’ve all that many shreds left to lose of course.” The hint of a giggle escaped him but he sobered instantly.

Melissa felt heat rise up her throat.

“It would be well in that regard, as well, if you left London for a time,” he continued, not even bothering to note her discomfiture. He lifted one hand and stared at a broken nail and then, quickly, up at Melissa. “You might, for instance, take your crow-like mourning clothes so far away you could pack them up and return to the pale yellows and greens that suit you so well?” He stared, his rather protruding eyes more fishlike than ever.

“Put away my widow’s weeds after only a few weeks? I dare not do it,” she said and crossed her arms. What she’d never ever say to a soul was that she’d discovered black flattered her pale skin and blonde hair and odd yellow-brown eyes. The color of mourning was the one thing she didn’t want to change—although her nightwear had become suddenly far more colorful than any but her needlewoman might believe.

He sighed. “You mean to keep to a proper period of mourning then?”

She pretended to yawn. “I have lost a much-beloved husband. Why would I not?”

He laughed a sneering little laugh. “Why not indeed.”

A long moment’s silence followed. Finally, fiddling with her black-hemmed handkerchief, she glanced at him. “Have you heard from Mr. Moorhead?”

“Why would that monster of depravity contact a man as upright and moral as myself?” The new Lord Everston’s long nose rose a notch. “You cannot think we’ve anything in common.”

“Except, perhaps, a yen for the same property?” she asked sweetly.

The nose dropped to a more suitable level. “That estate, by all the laws of morality and legality, is mine. No upstart antisocial hangman’s bait deserves it and he will not have it.”

“Oh?” She eyed him. “And what might be in it for me if I were to help you attain your goal?” Gossip had it that there were threads attached to the bequests made away from the new earl, threads that, if not properly tied up, would result in loss of the bequest, the property added, instead, to the new earl’s coffers.

His lordship’s thin lips pursed into the tight little knot so common to him. “I wonder. I do wonder what you might gain—beyond the husband you deserve?”

Melissa wondered if, given his opinion of Jacob, he realized he’d just handed her a deadly insult.

“Who knows what might happen if you were to…go north?”

“I asked first,” she said, her voice lighter. “Unfair that you repeat my question.”

“I’ll…think about it,” he said and rose to take his departure. “I’ll think about…it.”

“You do that. But,” she finished, a certain acid sharpness in her voice, “vague assurances will not do. I’ll want your thoughts written out in plain English. Whatever you decide my aid might be worth to you. Remember that while you go about your…thinking. After all, I might decide to have Jacob and the estate too, might I not?”

He cast her a look of loathing that faded and was replaced by something that might have been admiration. Melissa suspected it was less admiration than irritation complicated by a sly decision to trick her… Not that she’d allow any man ever again to take advantage of her in any way.

Never again—whatever Father is hinting about arranging another marriage for me. Not even if I am forced to live on my pitiful widow’s portion, which is all I’ll have if I do not remarry.








Chapter Two

 

The ghost flitted into the library and settled himself on top of the ancient globe nestled into a walnut stand. He tut-tutted. Jacob was very close to drinking himself under the table and the old earl was not happy to see he’d found the very best burgundy for the purpose.

That’s irreplaceable, said his lordship.

“So it is,” muttered Jacob. He lifted his glass and stared through it at the small blaze, the coal fire all that lit the room. “So it is.” He tossed back another swallow.

Irreligious to treat it that way.

“Nonsense. Nothing irreligious about it.” Jacob bent his neck and looked around, frowning. “Who’s there?”

Your benefactor.

“My—” Jacob’s head snapped up. After a moment he laughed a sour laugh. “Oh, great Zeus,” he said bitterly, “now I’m talking to ghosts? I knew this was an idiotic notion. If it weren’t for the fact my dearly unbeloved cousin would get High Moor if I don’t, I’d not have come north at all.” The frown deepened, a swath of fire-gilded red hair falling down over his forehead. “Can’t stand the man.”

Couldn’t myself. That’s one reason I dreamed up this scheme, said the late Lord Everston. Everyone knows he’s a supercilious prig but it’s worse. He’s a hypocrite.

“Prig, yes. But hypocrite? What makes you say that?” asked Jacob, curious. Now I’m asking the ghost questions? I’d better take myself to bed before someone takes me to Bedlam.

You aren’t aware of how he sneaks off to Madam Lucie’s? asked the former earl.

“Madam…” Jacob sat up so fast he had to put a hand to his head to steady it. A faint groan and then a deep breath, and he thought perhaps he’d survive. “What was I— Oh, you say dear priggish Cousin Murdock Upton Denver Tomlinson, fourth Earl of Everston, visits Madam Lucie’s? Dearly detested Mud has the guts to visit that sort of house with its illicit and abnormal goings-on?” He set down the glass and put both hands to his head. “Now how did my imagination come up with that?” he muttered.

It wasn’t, said the old earl testily, your imagination. And I say it because I followed him there one night a week or so ago.

“You’re dead,” said Jacob, the words carefully enunciated.

Of course I’m dead. If anything there was still greater irritation in that. If I were not you’d not be here. Mistreating my best burgundy too, blast and bedamned to you.

Jacob rose carefully to his feet. “That does it. I could put up with your scolding when you were alive but I’m damned if I will from you dead. I’m going to bed.” He wended his way to the door where, one hand on the knob, he glanced around the room. “Nothing,” he muttered. “Tol’ you there was nothing there.”

Then, his feet wandering only a trifle from his path, he went down the hall from the first-floor library, crossed the wide-open landing at the top of the stairs and entered the hallway on the far side. His room, half the master suite, was the last on the right.

Actually it was last on the left…

* * * * *
 

A bang, a clatter and a muttered swearword roused Verity. She sat up and peered through the near dark to where, holding onto the back of the nicely padded chair before the fireplace, a male figure was silhouetted by the dying fire, his leg bent and his free hand rubbing his shin.

“Damn George. Why’d he not leave me a lit lamp?”

That and another muttered oath drifted to Verity’s ears. Her heart pounded beneath the neat white shift with the narrow blue ribbon threaded through lace. It was her mother’s last gift to her and something she wore only when in need of the comfort of memories of the absentminded mother she’d loved so dearly.

What do I do now? she asked herself—and gasped when Jacob ripped the cravat from his neck.

“’Nother ghost?” he asked, looking around in a slightly less inebriated way. “Why am I suddenly plagued with ghosts?” His fingers went to the string tying shut his shirt and pulled. The faint glow from the fireplace revealed a vee of skin at the base of his throat—and still another gasp held him still. “Light. Need light. Candles. Need candles… Where?”

If he remembered correctly, there was a door in the corner of the room leading into a salon, or perhaps one should call it a private library or maybe a sitting room? In any case, a place serving both master and mistress—when such existed—as a sanctuary that could be entered only through their bedrooms. It was two stories high and all along the end of the wing, with tall deep windows complete with window seats looking out in three directions.

Jacob remembered liking it, remembered sitting with a book or dreaming while staring out the window on days it rained too hard for him to be out and about. He groped his way toward where he thought the door to be, found it, opened it…eased slowly into the almost equally dark salon. The tall windows were partially covered, a series of narrow slits of light gray.

The moment he stepped into the farther room, Verity hopped out of bed, ran to the door, slammed and locked it. Through the thick wood she heard him swear still again and visualized him turning quickly at the snap of the key in the lock, stumbling, almost falling. “Your room is the other one,” she said through the door. “You sot.”

“That voice…know that voice.” The words were muffled but clear enough. “Yes, the maid!” it said more loudly. “And what, you impertinent miss, are you doing in my room in my bed, unless you are waiting for me?”

Verity felt heat rise up her throat. “This is my room and if you do not believe me, you can ask my…Mrs. Jennings…tomorrow,” she added when it sounded to her as if, in the single-minded fashion of the inebriate, the man in the sitting room meant to do just that and do it instantly. “Tomorrow when she is rested and can be allowed visitors. For a few minutes,” Verity finished firmly.

“Not a ghost…”

Verity frowned. Why did the man keep going on about ghosts? Did he drink so much he saw…things? She wondered if she should go make one last check on her aunt, make certain the elderly woman slept, was resting properly—and safe from this intruder’s attentions. Now where,
she asked herself, did I put my robe?

Beyond the closed door, Jacob glared. Slowly his expression changed to narrow-eyed speculation. He had recognized that voice. She’d admitted it. “So what is a servant doing, sleeping in the best bedroom in the house?” he muttered and then, angry at what he considered impertinence, his rakish tendencies a trifle aroused by the mental image of a young woman in a bed, he entered his own bedroom, crossed that better-lit room and opened the door to the hall. He crossed it and reached for the doorknob to the mistress’s chamber—just as that lock clicked over as well.

Hands on hips, he glared at still another locked door. “Tomorrow,” he said aloud, “is another day.”

“Tomorrow you may interview Mrs. Jennings. Tomorrow you may ask all the questions you want to ask. Not in the middle of the night. Good night.”

“You little minx!”

Her response was in Italian and not words her mother ever taught her. Jacob felt as if his curly hair coiled still tighter. “You…” Shock robbed him of his voice but it continued the job of sobering him. “That was…Italian?” His mind began functioning more clearly. Where, he wondered, would a young woman, even a servant, learn language like that? His mouth compressed and his eyes narrowed. After a moment, he added, “Italy? Where my granduncle’s son lived? With his family?” He spun around and stared at the door again. “She’s…she’s Uncle’s granddaughter!”

He reentered his own room. Thoughtfully, he prepared himself for bed—and blew out the lamp his valet had left for him, which, if he’d not been very nearly blind drunk when he came to bed, he’d have realized meant he wasn’t in the right room. And if he’d realized that what he’d thought his room was not, he’d have shut that door and opened the one to this room, where there would have been light, and he’d have gone straight to bed.

And if he had, then how long before he realized the identity of the grim-featured young woman who met him—and insulted him—on his arrival? And then, tonight, insulted him still more. A minx indeed. Or termagant? Yes. That’s what I’ll call her. “My little termagant,” he said softly, dangerously. He lay for a long time, arms crossed under his head, thinking…

* * * * *
 

The next morning, they approached the breakfast room door from different directions. “You are an early riser,” he said, the night having given him time to reach the decision he must mend fences.

She gave him a sharp look. “I’ve been up for hours.” She walked on into the room and straight to the sideboard where she filled a plate with far more food than Jacob had ever seen a lady admit to eating. He stared at her, glanced at the impassive footman and looked back at Verity. “Hungry?” he asked softly. Her shrewish tone made him forget his resolution to get along with this prickly if slightly distant cousin. His tone was colored by the faintest of sneers.

She looked around, glanced at her plate and shrugged in an exceedingly Continental fashion. “I told you. I’ve been up and working for several hours.” She seated herself, not waiting for either his help or the footman’s.

Jacob joined her at the table, seating himself across from her. “I’ve figured out who you are and you shouldn’t be working like a servant.”

She raised her head, looking blankly at nothing at all. “Shouldn’t,” she repeated in a dead sort of voice.

“You ought not—”

Her gaze lifted and burned into his. “Ought not?” she interrupted. “Ought not admit I am my aunt’s niece? You think my father’s daughter should lie about reading French novels and eating comfits in the best salon while my aunt works herself into her grave for such as you?” She stood, her hands flat on either side of her plate. “You are wrong on all counts. What I should be is dead. What I ought to be is buried in the grave the rest of my family occupies in the mountains above Lake Como. That’s the should, the ought… If I hadn’t been ill I’d have been with them and—” She gulped.

Horrified, Jacob watched tears welling in her eyes but before he could manage to come up with something, an apology, a convincing contradiction, some way of undoing the intense emotion he’d unwittingly roused, she was gone. He stared at her plate, looked at the footman who appeared very nearly as appalled as he felt. “Have you any notion where she’s gone?” he asked the man.

The footman’s eyes turned from the door to meet Jacob’s. He cleared his throat. “To…to her…aunt?”

Jacob nodded. “Cover the plate with a napkin, take whatever she likes to drink and carry it all to her aunt’s room, wherever that may be.”

The footman hesitated only a moment and then obeyed. The door closed behind him and Jacob heaved a sigh of relief. He had wondered if his order would be obeyed or ignored. Given the existence of his granduncle’s granddaughter, he found it believable he himself might be seen as an interloper and usurper. He allowed a soft sigh to escape him and, after another moment, remembered his earlier intention of consuming an ample breakfast. His appetite, he discovered, had walked out along with Miss Tomlinson and he doubted it would return until he’d apologized. He rose from the table, heading toward the door instead of the buffet.

Once in the hall, he hesitated, but recalling Verity’s comment that, today, he could see his old friend, Verity’s aunt, he headed for the front hall. He asked the footman stationed there where Mrs. Jennings might be found and took the stairs two at a time, reaching the top just as the breakfast room footman turned from a door that opened onto the same hall as the two master bedrooms. Jacob nodded in satisfaction that the man was not carrying the tray he’d taken from the breakfast room. Obviously it was behind that door. Jenna’s door. Apologies could be made immediately it seemed.

After a perfunctory knock, Jacob entered—and immediately backed out, his ears heating to the point he wondered if he’d be burned. He’d not seen much, but he was unable to miss the fact that Verity was helping her aunt into a clean nightgown. He hoped the young woman would not tell her aunt who had entered and departed so suddenly. He’d enough to apologize for without attempting to explain to one of his favorite people why he’d been so rude as to walk into her room while she was changing, her arms in the air and her head and upper torso swathed in thin white cotton. Not that he’d seen anything he shouldn’t, Verity standing before her aunt hid anything else he might have observed, but still…

The door opened. “My aunt is kind enough to ask that you enter—now she’s presentable again.”

“I doubt she added that last.”

“No, that was my tart tongue of course.” Her voice lowered to the barest thread of sound. “How dare you?”

“I assumed the both of you would be eating your breakfast.”

“You didn’t think anything of the sort because you didn’t think at all.”

Before he could make a proper retort to that, Mrs. Jennings’ voice, firmer than he’d expected since, according to everyone to whom he’d talked, she’d been very near death not so very long ago, suggested they carry on their acrimonious argument later. She wanted, she said, to greet his late lordship’s favorite young relative.

Jacob stuck his head in the door. “I was?” he asked and couldn’t hide an unexpected welling of warmth that brought a tinge of color into his face. As a schoolboy and later as a very young man, he’d enjoyed visiting High Moor Hall and staying with his lordship, but it had never occurred to him that the old man, a bit of a tartar, had enjoyed his immature company in any way.

“Of course you were. On the other hand,” added that sly lady, her eyes twinkling, “you cannot think his heir any competition for his favors.”

Jacob grimaced. “Mud is an ass.”

Mrs. Jennings sobered. She shook her head. “I think your cousin more than that, Jacob, and none of it good. You watch your back. The fourth Lord Everston will not take kindly to the notion that much of the property he intended to enjoy to the full is not, after all, his. The way the will was written will tease him into doing his vicious best to see none of you manage to fulfill the conditions of inheritance.”

“None of them?” asked a soft feminine voice.

Jacob had nearly—not quite, but nearly—forgotten Verity’s presence.

Jenna turned to her niece. “His lordship willed four unentailed properties to four of his younger relatives, but only if they obey his instructions and restrictions during this, the first year,” explained the elderly woman leaning against a mound of soft pillows.

Verity’s brows rose. She turned toward Jacob. “And your orders?”

“That I live here for one full year, going no farther than York in the north or Cambridge to the south. And that I never leave the property for more than a week at any time and that, when I do go, then I must return for a full month before leaving again…” He frowned, thinking. “Something else…”

“That you entertain your neighbors at four soirees or balls or something of that nature and that you hold smaller entertainments monthly, dinners or picnics, for instance. Or an evening of music or cards—or whatever you think you can tolerate,” said Mrs. Jennings, a tiny smile twitching her lips and a twinkle in her eyes.

“Ah, yes. Now I remember. I think I forgot because, at the time, I suspected that the sly old gentleman hoped I’d fall madly in love with some gentleman farmer’s daughter and wed her out of hand,” he said as lightly as he could.

“He hoped you’d marry some time in the next few years, yes, but only if you find someone with whom you can live in harmony. Someone who could enjoy country life as much as you do—or as you did no more than six or seven years ago.”

That last was said in a tone as dry as a good French wine and, once again, had Jacob feeling heat—this time in his ears. “Has it been so long as that since I last visited here?” he asked.

“You know it has.” The sick woman had sounded much like her old self, but now, in the way of an invalid, tired suddenly. Her head fell back for a moment before she straightened it—obviously with effort.

Jacob glanced at Verity, saw her mouth tighten, and, lightly, he said, “I’m glad you are recovering from your illness, Jenna-mine, but I think I should leave you to your breakfast and come again later. Perhaps this afternoon?”

“Teatime. The two of you,” said Jenna, glancing at her niece. “Come and have tea with me.”

“We will,” he promised even as he saw the girl give a tight little shake of her head. He caught and held Verity’s gaze. “If that is what you want, Jenna-mine,” he said to the sick woman, although he didn’t look away from Verity, “then of course we will. The both of us.”

Verity’s mouth compressed. Then, with a soft little sigh, she relaxed. “Yes, of course we will, my best beloved aunt.”

“Your only aunt.” And then Mrs. Jennings frowned. “But that isn’t true, is it? You’ve relatives on your father’s side. Verity, did you ever meet any of them?”

“Only Aunt Mary.” Verity smiled. “Aunt Mary, traveling with a companion, arrived on our doorstep when I was… Oh, what was I? Sixteen? Seventeen? Such an oddity.”

“Cousin Mary is not an oddity.” There was almost a growl in Jacob’s voice.

“An eccentric then. You’ll have to admit to that,” said Verity. Before he could object again, she added, “I liked her.”

Jacob relaxed. “So do I.” He looked thoughtful for a moment and then gave Verity a sharp glance. He nodded once and turned back to the sick woman who had watched the exchange through slightly hooded eyes. “Jenna-mine, I will see you again this afternoon.” He departed and headed back to the breakfast room, which, he discovered, had been cleared. He sighed, wondered if he dared go to the kitchens to steal a roll or an apple as he’d not have hesitated doing when a lad, decided he’d better not, returned from the ground floor to the first and went to the library at the far end from the family bedrooms.

There he took out paper, found an old-fashioned pen that wasn’t too badly in need of sharpening and opened the ink bottle. The ink, he discovered, was nearly gone. He was forced to tip the bottle in order to dip the nib deeply enough for the ink to rise up the quill’s center, but he wouldn’t need much. Thank the fates his cousin was in England and not off on one of her dangerous jaunts into the unknown. Cousin Mary would understand even a brief note. And she wouldn’t delay coming to his rescue. His lordship’s granddaughter must not live under the same roof as he himself did. Not without a chaperon—whatever the housekeeper’s niece felt was or was not necessary.

Jacob looked up. “I suppose,” he said to the ambient air, “that it must be a trifle confusing, her place in life. But she is my granduncle’s granddaughter and that is how she should behave.” Leaning back and running the quill’s barbs through his fingers, he continued softly, “In fact, I think it is time for Mrs. Jennings to retire. There is no reason at all why she cannot live here with the two of us. But—” he straightened up and laid aside the quill, “even if I can convince her to do so, Cousin Mary will be the more acceptable chaperon. Acceptable to the neighborhood, I mean.” He folded and sealed his letter.

Across the room, perched cross-legged on top of the globe, the late Lord Everston nodded. A very good thought that, he said.

Jacob’s head snapped around—but there was nothing to see. He looked at the glass of burgundy he’d poured, blinked, shook his head as if to chase away a ringing in his ears. Pushing the glass away, he stood, stared at the wine. Once again he glanced around the room and then drew in a deep breath, which he blew out slowly. “Maybe I’ve been dipping a little deep lately?” he asked.

Told you you have, said that voice. This time it sounded cross rather than approving.

Jacob stiffened. Without another glance, he picked up his letter to Verity’s Aunt Mary and left for the stables. He didn’t relax until he was speaking with the head groom. The head groom chose a good steady man, who, after packing a saddlebag for a few days on the road, left High Moor Hall carrying the letter for Lady Mary Tomlinson who lived on a small estate, situated on the Thames between London and Richmond.

“And what about you, sir?” asked the head groom. “We’ve not so many horses as we once had but I think I can find something you’ll like.”

Jacob decided a ride, reacquainting himself with all those places that had once been favorite haunts, was an excellent notion. Anything that would take him away from that blasted voice. A voice that did not, could not, exist. Had he really been drinking so much he was on the verge of requiring a place in a bedlam?

Jacob looked over the gelding led out for his inspection. “Moorland’s Ghost?” he asked, thinking of the irony of the name when it was a ghost—or rather it wasn’t a ghost—that had chased him from the library. “He’ll do very well,” he said approvingly and was soon on his way across broad acres populated with clumps of white where fat sheep grazed. He wondered idly when they were sheared, something he’d always wanted to watch but which he’d never before been present to see.

This year, he thought, I’ll be here. He was surprised by the satisfaction he felt at the knowledge.

Half an hour after leaving the stables, he reached the riverbank where he’d once spent hours and hours fishing, casting his line as his granduncle taught him to do. Occasionally, just often enough to keep him interested, he’d catch something. It was a nice swift-running stream, tumbling over rocks as it fell down from the hills that bordered the northern edge of the estate and, older now, Jacob saw the natural beauty surrounding him as well as the opportunity for sport. He breathed in cool fresh air—air untainted by harsh coal smoke and the acrid odor left by too many horses pulling too many carts, the equally unpleasant stink of open sewers that every breeze wafted into all parts of London. The better areas had solved only part of that particular problem, getting rid of open sewers and allowing the dealers in night soil to grow wealthy off the, um, leavings of the rich…

Jacob breathed in deeply and smiled. A feeling of satisfaction filled him. And, setting his mount to an easy canter, he continued on his way. This time he headed for the home farm where he used to visit Mrs. Green’s kitchen, enjoy her excellent baking…and, having missed his breakfast, he rather hoped that perhaps he might once again be so indulged.

* * * * *
 

Verity compressed her mouth into a hard line. “No. You don’t understand. You must not.”

Mrs. Jennings looked at her niece through narrowed eyes. “Must not? You will tell me I must not?” She scowled. “And why must I not?”

“You cannot tell him to go. This is his home. If anyone leaves, it must be me.” The panic she’d first felt as her first grief at the news of her family’s deaths faded once again snaked up her spine. Where would I go? Where could I go? she wondered. “Besides, he must live here. The will insists on that. You know he must.”

“It will not contravene the will if he stops at the inn in the village for a few days. Just until we can contrive…something.”

“I am your niece. I am a servant in his house. I do not need a chaperon.”

“You are your father’s daughter and you do. I have told you, you are not to take on my duties, that Emma is well enough trained to do so.” But thinking of Emma, the ill housekeeper once again frowned.

“Emma is all very well in her way but she has a very bad habit of dithering when she discovers a servant isn’t doing exactly as she’d like. She lacks…firmness.”

Mrs. Jennings smiled a quickly disappearing grin at the understatement. “It is the one thing I have not been able to train out of her, that diffidence. She knows the work from the top of the house to the bottom. She knows the yearly schedule better than I do. She is someone I can depend on absolutely.”

“But she is not housekeeper material, Aunt. Under-housekeeper, yes, but not housekeeper. What is more, she knows it. She isn’t happy when she must take on the mantle of authority you’ve had to lay down.”

“For a time,” said Verity’s aunt, inserting the words quickly, before Verity could say others she didn’t want to hear. And then she sighed. “I do not,” she said crossly, “understand why I tire so easily.”

“Will you not accept that you very nearly died, that you frightened us all to death? That it will take time for you to recover? That you must rest? And rest you will. I will leave you now and you will sleep. In an hour or so it will be time for a bit of luncheon and I will join you here for that.”

“And in the meantime you will do all those things I have forbidden you to do.” Mrs. Jennings scowled at her niece but then yawned a huge gaping yawn. “Drat. I’ve not the energy to argue with you. Go then. Pretend you are not your grandfather’s granddaughter. You’ll make him angry, but why would you care for that?”

She yawned again, her eyes closing. When she opened them sometime later, her niece was gone but sitting on the side of her bed was his lordship—or rather the ghost of his very dead lordship. “Ah. Mel, my love. There you are.” She brightened. “I wondered where you’d gotten to.”

Did you think I’d left you alone to muddle through the mess I’ve left behind me? he asked, both the tone of his voice and the look in his eyes that of tenderness. Ah, my love—my one and only love—I am not such a marplot as that. Never fear. I’ll not go from this plane of existence until you can go with me.

“No one would believe me if I told them you visit me in this fashion.” Jenna smiled.

Oh, I don’t know. It seems Jacob can hear me. He doesn’t believe it is me, of course, but he does hear me. It is quite humorous, that faint edge of fear it rouses in him—but that’s mostly because he thinks he’s on the verge of being taken off to Bedlam. Hearing voices, you know, is not a good sign. I think, he said, suppressing a smile, that just perhaps that will be all that is needed to take care of one of my grandnephew’s problems.

“And that is?” The housekeeper edged her hand along the covers. Melton moved his closer to it.

His drinking. He’s concluded he’s been drinking too much. Which, of course, he has, but not to the point he’s hearing things.

They stared at their two hands, the one showing a few age spots, the other a shadowy, not quite solid but stronger-looking and longer-fingered, a more masculine hand. They each sighed and then looked at each other. “I do wish I could feel you as well as see and talk to you. I miss…our loving,” said Honey Jennings. The name had been given her at birth but no one still living knew it. His lordship did but of course he didn’t exactly live. Not as in live and breathe…

So do I wish it, Honey. Oh, my love… He sighed. But it isn’t your time. And I’ve an eternity of time now. Waiting for you… Well, I am glad we can at least discuss our problems.

“I’ve a new one, you know. Your granddaughter must be chaperoned if he is to live here.”

Mel chuckled, a rather hollow sound but very pleasant. “My grandnephew agrees. He has sent for Mary.”

Honey Jennings relaxed. She moved her hand just a trifle nearer his, felt the ghostly chill they’d discovered she could not tolerate and edged it back again. “Will it be long before I come to you?” she asked after a moment and with a touch of longing.

I don’t know, my dear. I only know it is not yet, that there are things you must do. But I want you to listen to Jacob when he suggests you retire, which he means to do and then you are to help chaperon Verity. Verity needs you—but you do not need the work and worry and, now I’m dead, I’m going to insist, as I should have done after my wife died, that you give up this nonsense of being merely the housekeeper.

“Your neighbors will have a fit.” There was a pettish note in that. It was an old argument, after all. “Worse, they may ostracize my niece Verity when they won’t your granddaughter Verity.”

Mary and Jacob will see that doesn’t happen. You’ve been very ill, Honey. I want you to do whatever is necessary to recover your old health—and not squander it in worrying about running this household. He grinned a rather sly grin. Instead, you can squander it worrying about Verity and Jacob.

She lifted her eyes to meet his gaze. “Verity…and Jacob,” she repeated, her tone flat.

I want them married.

“I…don’t think that’s a good idea.” Again her voice had that flat note it got when she knew she was going to disagree with him.

He’ll change, Honey. Lose any rakish tendencies he may have and he’ll stop drinking. Don’t worry about all that. They’ll fall in love and they’ll wed and they’ll live here and fill the nursery with children, with laughter and love and…and all those things that have been missing at High Moor for so long.

I didn’t mean that, she thought. “You know I didn’t mean his character,” she said and followed it immediately with, “Besides, just whose fault was it that no one used the nurseries?”

Mine. All mine. Me and my temper. He shook his head sadly. Even when his older brother died and I reinstated him, my younger son wouldn’t come home. Except the occasional short visit. He resented my attitude toward his wife…

“Mine too,” she said quickly and reached her fingers to touch the back of his hand and then, the cold spilling into her, jerking away. “Oh, Mel, it was so bad of us to disapprove that marriage. They loved each other and neither of us was willing to admit it, saw only the misalliance of it.” She sighed, a sad sound.

It was a misalliance, love, but it was also, from everything I could discover, a very happy marriage. We must remember that.

“But if your son and my sister hadn’t…” She paused, drew in a breath, tried again. “If they hadn’t resented our attitude, they’d have come home when your elder son died, they’d have been here and not romping around in those blasted Swiss mountains and…” Tears welled and spilled down Honey’s faintly lined cheeks.

And they’d be alive, he finished for her, speaking softly. He started to reach a comforting hand for hers but drew back as he remembered they could not touch. Or they could but it would not be at all comforting for Honey… Merely cold. Cold as the grave…








Chapter Three

 

It wasn’t until the next morning that Verity knew that Jacob Moorhead had not slept in his bed and was nowhere to be found. Yesterday, she’d been angry when Jacob had not appeared for tea with her aunt. Then, later, she’d shrugged when he’d not come to supper. He was a man after all and, according to rumor, a rake, a wild spirit, probably a gambler as well. He couldn’t be expected to enjoy a tame existence at High Moor, which lacked equally wild friends and women and…and whatever.

I can’t be expected to know all he misses, can I?

But, if truth be told, she’d felt more than anger when he hadn’t come at teatime as he’d promised Aunt Jenna. She’d felt restless for reasons she couldn’t understand. Or refused to understand? She swept that thought from her mind. In any case, she’d wandered the house for hours. Finally, tired, she’d locked both her bedroom doors and, much in need of a nap, fell into a restless doze, which turned into much-needed and very deep sleep.

When she rose the next morning she was forced to change from the rumpled gown in which she’d slept the night through. She entered the hall where an upper-housemaid informed her Jacob’s bed had not been slept in. She frowned and thought for a moment before sending a footman to the stables to ask if Jacob’s horse had returned. When word returned that it had not, she frowned in earnest and sent for the butler.

“A search must be organized. I don’t know this region so cannot do it, but if my grandfather’s heir to this estate is lying somewhere, hurt or worse, he must be found. You must see to it, Reading.”

Something well over an hour later, Jacob stalked into the house and yelled for Verity. “What the devil do you mean by it?” he demanded when she appeared.

“Mean by what?”

“By embarrassing me to death,” he said, growling out the words.

“And just how did I embarrass you?”

“Demanding I be searched for like a little boy who has run off and gotten lost, that’s how.”

As angry then as he, she demanded, “Your horse didn’t come home last night. Was I to leave you lying somewhere out in the hills, a bone broken or your skull cracked and do nothing?”

He opened his mouth to retort and then shut it. “Oh.”

She blinked. “Is that all you have to say?”

His eyes narrowed. “If you expect an apology, you won’t get it. I will, however, admit that I should have sent Reading a message.”

Verity opened her mouth to demand he tell her where he’d got to, but then realized it was not her place. Not at all. However curious I am, I cannot ask.

He was, as he’d already pointed out, fully adult. He was also a man who liked women. It would be unwise, if nothing else, to ask him where he’d been when it should be obvious, even to someone who was supposed to be naïvely innocent and unaware of such things, exactly where he’d spent the night. Or if not where, exactly, then that he’d spent it in some female’s bed…

“Since I’m here,” he said, breaking into her thoughts, “I’ll have George pack a box with the bits and pieces I’ll need in the next few days and have Reading send him and it over to the village inn.”

“You were…at the inn?” The inn where Aunt Jenna had said he must go? Verity stiffened and turned away. “I told my aunt. I told her!”

“Told her what?” he asked, his foot on the first step and his hand on the newel post.

“That I must leave. It is my place to go, not yours.” She swung around. “You belong here. I’m the interloper.”

“And here I’ve been worrying that I’m the trespasser.” He grinned but sobered when she only frowned more fiercely. “It is only for a few days, my dear, and then your Aunt Mary will be here to play propriety and all will be well.”

“My Aunt Mary… The explorer? That Aunt Mary?”

“Have you so many?” he asked. She merely glowered. “But yes, that Aunt Mary, you idiot child.”

“I’m not an idiot,” she said absently. “Or a child… Aunt Mary… She visited us in Italy. I told you, didn’t I?”

“She must have been the only one of our relatives who did.” Suddenly concerned, he asked, “You didn’t lie, did you? You did like her?”

Verity’s eyes lit up. “Very much. But is she not off on another of her travels?”

“I think she’s pretty much given up exotic foreign travel. At least when I visited her not long ago she had no plans, although I think she wasn’t entirely happy about that.” He frowned. “I’m not certain why…” The frown faded and a rather sardonic smile appeared. “But I’ll admit I’m glad she is home because we need her. Now, if you’ll excuse me—or even if you’ll not—I’ll just go up and order packed what I’ll need until she gets here.” He rubbed his chin and grimaced. “If nothing else I’d like my own razors.” He took the stairs two at a time and disappeared down the hall toward his room.

His room—with hers just across the hall.

“Blast Aunt Jenna anyway,” muttered Verity. “If she’d allowed me to make use of the day bed in the housekeeper’s suite, there wouldn’t be this problem.” She turned on her heel to go have a word with Cook about meals while Jacob was gone. “If she had allowed me to share her rooms, I’d be the servant I should be and not the neither-nor thing I am and no one would have a word to say about whether he slept under the same roof as I did.”

* * * * *
 

Lady Mary Tomlinson lolled on her chaise, one knee bent in a most unladylike manner, the other leg crossed over it. She held a small dark cigarillo away from her face as she reread the short missive from Jacob Moorhead. “Verity? Orphaned? Living half-servant, half-daughter of the house…and much in need of a chaperon?”

Lady Mary suddenly felt more alive than in a very long time. She grinned—another rather unladylike character trait. Enjoying a few more puffs on the cigarillo, she stared at the ceiling and plotted. And then she frowned. “The relationship…might it be a bit close? But no. Father’s sister-in-law strayed and Jacob’s mother’s real father is quite obvious, the two being as alike as two peas in a pod. Jacob, therefore, is not much of a real relation at all and, even if he were, as a second or third cousin or whatever it is, he’s far enough removed.”

She dropped the cigar into the big brass urn that stood for that very purpose by her couch. Rising to her feet in a rolling manner others her age would envy, she raised her voice to a dull roar. “Rube! Where are you? I need you.”

A stately looking man, wearing eyeglasses and his head bound in a smallish, crisply folded, gold lamé turban, stalked into the room frowning. “Yes, madam?” he asked coldly. His hands were gloved and in one he held a tall candlestick, in the other a polishing cloth. “You barked?”

“I did not. I only… Oh well, maybe I did. We leave for my father’s northernmost estate early tomorrow. See to it.”

“High Moor Hall?” His brows arched up his dark forehead and the scowl deepened. “Tomorrow, madam?”

“Oh, come down off your high horse. I am needed there. I’ll leave with no more than what I need for a few days while you finish here and follow with the rest. Will that satisfy your majesty?”

The prince, for that was what he was among his own people, stared down his long narrow nose.

“Well?”

He sighed. “Mary, you know I cannot allow you to go off on your own. Alone. Without me. You know…”

“I know.” She sighed, looking at a distant prospect no one else could see. “I also know no one has attempted to kill me for upward of two years now. They’ve given up, Rube. Why can you not see that?”

“They haven’t. There have been the…messages. Besides, I know the man.” Rube’s jaw jutted in a stubborn fashion. “He will not give up. I know.” There was intensity to the low rumbling voice that etched up Mary’s spine. The two stared at each other.

Finally Lady Mary sighed. “Very well,” she said. “When can we leave?”

Suddenly white teeth flashed against his darkly golden skin. “Tomorrow?” Before she could express the irritation following the shock of his conceding to her wishes, he added, “I’ve changed my mind. We’ll steal away early before those who watch you are up and around. They’ll be some time discovering we are gone.”

Mary sighed. “I wish I understood why that high muckamuck fixed on me in his grief, wanting revenge for his loss. And to such a degree he is determined to do me in, in the worst fashion he can devise.” She met Rube’s eyes. “I can never thank you for rescuing me as you did.”

His skin took on a rosy red-gold glow. “You saved my mother, did you not? How could my family not repay that debt?”

“But saving your mother involved no more than a few days by her sickbed. You have been at my side for nearly three years and there is no end in sight. Your father must wish your return.”

“My father has other sons. I am not needed. He knows and approves that I will protect you to the end of my life if it is necessary,” he said softly. “Now,” he continued, his voice returning to its normal tones, “I’ve much to do if we are to set out early tomorrow morning. Before daylight if possible,” he added, giving her a stern look.

“Yes, before my enemies are up and around and know what we are about. Perhaps they’ll not immediately learn we’ve gone and then there’d be time before they learn where we’ve gone.” She brightened. “A bit of peace,” she said and, wistfully, added, “I’ll like that.”

“Peace for you perhaps,” he said indulgently. “I must be ever-vigilant.”

He stalked off to give orders to various servants—servants chosen with care for their honesty, their strength of character and their loyalty to Lady Mary. He replaced the candlesticks he’d been polishing in the hidden safe with her ladyship’s other valuables and made certain it was locked and well hidden behind the paneling. The old, easily entered safe was moved back in front of the real one and, as usual, stocked with far less valuable items, but enough that a common housebreaker would be satisfied.

He went to his own suite of rooms and packed what he’d take, including several items of which Lady Mary would not have approved, assuming she’d known of their existence. He grinned. Her ladyship had been so pleased when she’d converted him to her religion. He’d not hurt her feelings by informing her it was not entirely true…

* * * * *
 

“Whist?” The widowed lady with whom Melissa Rumford spoke looked wistful. The two widows had met in London’s Green Park near the old icehouse after an exchange of notes. “If only I dared. It would be great fun, would it not?”

Melissa had chosen carefully. Lady Merriweather was known to be an avid gambler and her recent widowhood, forcing her away from locations where one might find a game, leaving her open to Melissa’s suggestions for their entertainment.

“But wouldn’t it be wrong?” asked the lady.

“I thought perhaps if only widows played? Just four of us, you know? We who cannot with propriety go into public might meet in our own homes for an afternoon’s quiet entertainment and would hurt no one, nor contravene the prohibitions that say we must not enter society for a time.” She named two other slightly less recently widowed ladies. “Do you know them?” she asked.

“Oh yes. Lady Alice and I have been friends forever and we are both acquainted with Lady Fredericka.” Lady Merriweather adopted a wistful look. “Oh, if only we could. I am so bored.”

“So am I,” said Melissa and heaved her very best sigh. After a moment she added, “Why do you not ask Lady Alice what she thinks? If she agrees, perhaps you could approach Lady Freddy?”

“Oh!” Lady Merriweather’s shrill trill of laughter lifted into the air. “You must not call her that, you know. I am told she dislikes it excessively.”

“Does she? I will remember. It is only that Fredericka is such a mouthful.” Having achieved her goal, Melissa wished the interview ended. On the other hand, she couldn’t very well simply walk off and leave a woman she’d invited for a stroll. “Shall we see if the dairymaids are behaving as they should and watching over their milk cows?” she asked, not knowing what else they might do.

“One should, I suppose,” said the other but sounded a trifle doubtful. “One buys from them a glass of fresh milk, does one not? It is their means of earning a living, I believe?”

“I suppose one should order a glassful but I cannot bear to drink the stuff, can you?” The two exchanged a look of understanding. Melissa brightened. “Ah! Are there not usually a few ragtag boys about? Surely they will drink it if one offers it to them.”

“Charity? Yes, that is always good…”

Melissa, who was not known for her charity, blandly agreed that that was what she meant. She wondered if she could bear Lady Merriweather’s inane chatter for whatever period of time they must remain together. At least the woman shut her mouth when she played cards. Melissa yearned for a game almost to the degree her dupe did. Actually she yearned for anything that would break the tedium of her days while she was forced to maintain a pretense of mourning for the brute she’d been so very glad to be rid of.

She responded to a question and then fell back to musing. Almost, she thought, I would do as the earl suggests and go north—and, also as he suggested, take colored clothing as well as my blacks for those times I need not fear nosy neighbors spying on me. That is I would if he would come up with a good…reason…for me to do so. She thought of her miserly widow’s portion with loathing.

The thing holding her back from going was not really his lordship’s stingy offer to pay the cost of travel, but far more the lack of certainty of how her arrival would be viewed. Jacob was such a strange man. Their last interview had not gone as she’d hoped it would. In fact he’d left abruptly when she’d only hinted at marriage.

“Yes?” she asked when Lady Merriweather’s tone indicated she’d missed something. “I am so sorry. I fear my mind wandered there for a bit.”

* * * * *
 

“Jenna?” Mary came on through the door around which she’d peeked. Her old friend was awake and sitting up against her pillows and smiled a welcome. “I hear,” Mary added, mischief in her eyes, “that you’ve been a bad girl.”

Mrs. Jennings’ eyes opened wide. “Mary, you must not tease me so. Hm—” She blushed. “I mean, Lady Mary…”

“You mean no such thing,” scolded Mary.

Mrs. Jennings shook her head at the hint she should forget such formality between them. Mary had treated her as a friend from the time she’d discovered the irregular but happy relationship between her father and Mrs. Jennings. “I was informed you were coming. Are our people taking care of you?”

“Of course they are. Especially our niece. What a delightful young woman she has grown to be.” Mary grinned. “Oh, you’d be amazed at how, even though surprised by our unexpectedly quick arrival, she instantly set to organizing us and feeding us and only just now left me to my own devices.” All the time she’d been speaking she’d been closely observing the ailing housekeeper. “I had hoped to find you up and about but you still look drawn and too pale, Jenna. You are taking good care of yourself, are you not?” she scolded. “We really cannot do without you, you know. In fact Jacob tells me you are to retire.” Mary’s eyes widened at the shock evident on Jenna’s face. “He hadn’t told you? Silly boy. You will be his guest from now on, living here and helping me chaperon her properly. We’ll have to see to hiring a new housekeeper, will we not?”

Jenna swallowed her shock that decisions concerning her future were being made without her consent. “I suspected they were plotting my retirement but I’ve not agreed. How could I live here? Jacob’s guest? Oh no. And with Verity as well. So very awkward, her being her grandfather’s granddaughter and me only a servant. Oh dear, how could I?”

Mary chuckled, mentally kicking herself for letting slip a decision her cousin Jacob hadn’t yet revealed. “If you will not be Jacob’s guest then you will be mine. A pair of eccentrics shocking the neighborhood with our antics!”

“Chaperons shouldn’t be eccentric,” objected Jenna.

“Shouldn’t we? Oh dear, I’ll have to put away my foreign clothes and buy a wardrobe suitable for visiting and I’ll have to wear all those uncomfortable garments every day just in case company arrives unexpectedly—as it will as soon as the local swains get a really good look at Verity.”

That last notion settled into Jenna’s mind, which began clicking over in obvious ways.

Mary once again was irritated with herself. She didn’t want Jenna promoting a relationship to one of the local gentry when it was her dearest wish to see Verity and Jacob facing an altar together and saying vows to no one but each other. She sighed. Softly. And then set her mind to distracting Jenna with tales of her travels since she’d last visited this particular estate.

Not, of course, the last adventure, the one that very nearly ended her adventures altogether. A small part of her mind wondered if Rube had found a suite of rooms of which he approved, ones he could defend against her enemy if the enemy discovered her whereabouts and came, once again, to— But no. Surely not. It had been very nearly two years since the last attempt. Despite what Rube believed, surely the madman had given up?

* * * * *
 

“He what?” It was several days later when Jacob swung around from the mirror where he stood brushing his hair. He stared at his valet.

“He has yet to sleep in his bed,” repeated the valet, holding up Jacob’s best evening coat in one hand, the clothesbrush in his other.

“It is getting on for a week since Mary arrived—”

“And worse,” interrupted the outraged and inattentive valet, “the creature is fanatical about washing himself. Does it each and every day out in the washhouse after the maids and washerwomen are done with it. Top to bottom, clean clothes, the whole thing. Every day.”

Jacob wasn’t as shocked by that as George was. George objected that Jacob wanted a bath far too often to be at all necessary. It couldn’t, George believed, possibly be good for a man’s health.

If the man’s habit of regular bathing wasn’t upsetting, Jacob was interested in where Mary’s servant slept. He’d been surprised the first time he’d run into the man called Rube. He’d asked Mary about the tall golden-skinned man with eyeglasses and long curling beard, a scar high across his cheekbone. A friend, he’d been told. A prince in his own country…

But a friend? Surely Verity’s aunt hadn’t…

Would she take a lover—and such a lover? A foreigner? From who knew where—except Mary mentioned the north of Africa and the desert and long months traveling from one side to the other and back again? Nomads?

Jacob was determined to check his suspicions and, if there was any basis to them, confront Mary. Whatever she did in her own home, she couldn’t behave that way with Verity in the house. Then he relaxed. The notion was nonsense. Surely it was nonsense. She couldn’t…wouldn’t…

Or would she? She’d lived her life in as strange a fashion as even an eccentric man might do. But then Jacob thought of the pair’s ages. Mary was a bit older than his mother. Maybe five years? But surely she was that much older than Rube. Rubin? Prince Rubin or Rube something else? Whatever. Didn’t their ages preclude…

Jacob was silent as he finished dressing and went downstairs to where he and Mary met before dinner.

“Why doesn’t Verity join us?” asked Mary the instant he walked through the door. She sounded rather cross when she added, “I thought perhaps she ate her evening meal with her aunt but I’ve found she does not. So why is she not dining with us?”

“You see if you can convince her to do so,” he said, strolling toward a side table on which Reading had set out several decanters. Unable to bring himself to bluntly question Mary, Jacob lifted one, looked at it, set it down and picked up another. Once he’d checked the third, he turned frowning. “Reading has yet to find a good white wine. Either that or he is deliberately ignoring my orders.”

“I’ll check the wine cellar tomorrow. If he’s ignoring you, we need to know that,” said Mary, wondering if the older servants, by subtle means, were hoping that somehow they might manage to evict Jacob and keep Verity. But surely they knew that wasn’t possible? That otherwise, by the will, the estate would go to the newest Lord Everston? She would set Rube to discover what was what. He was good at that sort of thing.

“I like that coat,” she said, her eyes on her cousin rather than the tatting that grew under her quick fingers.

“How do you do that?” he asked, ignoring the compliment.

“Do what?”

“That, whatever you call it, with that shuttle thing.”

“Tat?” She paused in her work and raised it slightly, looking at it. “It is quite simple. And peaceful. I find it eases tensions and allows my mind the freedom to wander.”

“Maybe I should learn.”

“Did I hear a wry note?” she asked, glancing his way and then down at her tatting, turning a corner before looking up again.

“I suppose you did.” I won’t confront her. I’ll spy on her and she need never know my absurd suspicions if nothing is…wrong.
“I wonder,” he continued, “if I can survive a year here. Or if I want to. If it weren’t for dear old Mud inheriting if I do not, I’d toss it up and say good riddance.”

“Murdock Upton Denver Tomlinson—” Mary chuckled. “He’s Mud, all right. I will be happy if he doesn’t gain a single one of the properties my father willed away from him. He’s a— No, I won’t say it. It isn’t at all ladylike to use the word I have in mind for him.” She sobered. “Jacob, there is worse. I don’t trust him. Not so far as I could see him.”

“Worse, maybe, when you can’t see him.” He looked up as the door opened. “Ah. Reading. Where is my cousin?”

“Miss Verity has, as is her custom, dined in the upper servants’ hall,” said the butler, his nose ever-so slightly elevated.

“Tomorrow,” said Lady Mary, her tone firm, “she will dine, as is proper, with us.” When Reading’s brows arched, she added, “I will tell her.” She bundled up her tatting, shoved it into a small bag and, rising, hung the bag from her belt by a hook. “Well, Jacob? Shall we go?”

He stared. “I have just realized that that gown is so far out of style I cannot even think when it was in style. Have you visited a modiste anytime in the past, oh, five or six years? Fifteen perhaps?”

She laughed. “I design my gowns myself, Jacob. I’ve no interest in style. Only in comfort.” Her eyes twinkled and a small catlike smile played around her lips. “If I were at home,” she added on a sly note, “I’d be dressed in a way that would truly shock you.”

“How?” He offered his arm and she took it.

“A sort of trousers and tunic set such as is worn in the Levant. I discovered how comfortable they are while visiting Lady Hester Stanhope.”

“You met her ladyship? Can you tell me if the stories one hears are true?”

“That she lives as would a man in the Eastern fashion? A sheik in his tents? Oh yes. Quite true—except it is a rambling old walled structure and not a tent. In any case, I have worn such clothes ever since.”

“But not here?”

“I wouldn’t wish to give poor Jenna such a shock it sets her back to where Verity tells me she began. Jacob,” she continued, suddenly serious, “did you know she almost died?”

“I’m aware. I’m not happy she worked herself into such a tizzy just because of my expected arrival. Such nonsense.”

“She insists the house was in such a state no one could live here…and yet she didn’t seem at all bothered that Verity, upon her arrival a week or so before my father’s death, lived with rooms under covers and cobwebs in the corners and windows unwashed and…and I don’t remember what else was supposed to be wrong.”

“Verity is her niece. She never approved her sister’s marriage to your brother. As you are well aware.”

“Nor did Father approve of my brother wedding his housekeeper’s young sister.” She glanced at Jacob. “Sister to his lover.”

“His… Jenna?” Jacob’s brows arched high up his forehead. And then he gave a soft whistle. “Sounds as if he should have understood the attraction.”

His dry tone brought a chuckle to Mary’s lips. “I thought that would surprise you. Father and Jenna were lovers from before I was born. Heaven only knows which of my mother’s lovers fathered me. Your granduncle and Mother separated years earlier. Right after Verity’s father was born, I think. The heir and the spare, you know? Which weren’t,” she added on a sad note, “quite enough, were they? But let’s not think of Mud. I like that name for him, by the way. In any case, I am glad Father accepted me as his own when it wasn’t physically possible. I called him Father and he treated me as a daughter.”

Her voice trailed off and the look in her eye told Jacob she was indulging in happy memories. He allowed his soup to be served and waited for the footman to stand back before he responded. “As, in many ways, he treated me as a son.” Jacob sighed softly, thinking of his own father who had been rather distant. “However that may be, Verity is my cousin and I have tried to see she takes her place at this table in the evening. I hope you are more successful.”

Mary nodded. “We must hire a new housekeeper too and, once she has recovered enough to do so, Jenna too will join us. In any reasonable world, she’d have been my father’s widow rather than his housekeeper and would belong here by right.”

Jacob smiled, his eyes gleaming with good humor. “I always thought you a right one, Cousin Mary, but I didn’t know you were so, um, liberal as all that.” And then he remembered his suspicions of Prince Rube…and wondered…

“I lived in too many countries, learning about too many cultures, to think ours is perfect and shouldn’t be changed in any way. Jenna and my father were deeply in love, but by the rules of our society were not supposed to wed.” Her voice softened to a musing tone. “That my brother had the courage to wed Jenna’s younger sister… I sometimes think that shamed my father in some way, but he still could not bring himself to wed his housekeeper.”

Did too, said a soft voice near Jacob’s ear. Jenna’s the coward.

Jacob swung quickly toward the voice, inadvertently forcing the footman hovering near his ear back a step. The footman, quick on his feet, managed to recover and didn’t spill a single lamb chop from the gravy-covered platter, even though the food slid around a bit.

“Sir?” asked the footman, wondering what had caused Jacob to turn in that quick way.

There is nothing there. Nothing,
thought Jacob. “What?” He realized what he’d done and felt heat in his neck. “Nothing. Nothing at all,” he repeated a trifle grimly. The voice he’d heard sounded very like his granduncle’s, but that must be nonsense. Surely it is nonsense. There are no such things as ghosts. On the other hand, if I am going mad… “What did you say, Cousin Mary? I was woolgathering.” He stared at his plate on which the footman had deposited two chops drowned in sauce. He grimaced and pushed it away.

“What I said was that I wonder if Jenna would have wed him even if he asked.”

Did ask, the voice said again.

This time Jacob avoided turning his head—but prickles ran up his spine and lifted the hair at the back of his neck. The untouched chops were replaced by a filet of fish, once again hidden under a thick sauce. Jacob frowned. “Cousin, do you think you could convince the chef I don’t care for heavy sauces and would much prefer my meats au naturel?”

“I’ll talk to him tomorrow,” she said. “He has a good touch with flavor but, I agree, the sauces are a bit heavy, smothering rather than adding to the enjoyment of the meat or fish. I think,” she added after a moment’s thought, “I will suggest they be served separately so one may take only as much as one wishes.”

Jacob used his knife to uncover his fish. Once there was only a bit of sauce he discovered he agreed with his cousin. The flavor was excellent. He said so. The meal continued, their conversation rather desultory, and Jacob realized the covers were about to be removed and the port placed on the table. Waving it away, he stood. “I’ve some paperwork to see to in the office,” he lied. “I’ve everything to learn, you know, about estate management.” That wasn’t a lie. “I doubt I’ll see you again this evening, Cousin, so I’ll say good night now.”

Jacob had already spent much of the afternoon in his granduncle’s well-appointed office at the back of the house where he’d begun perusing account books and other material he’d found in orderly files, a first step toward learning the business of the estate. But now, pretending to go there, he actually found a secondary set of stairs and headed for the third floor, two above the family’s bedrooms, where, among the secondary guestrooms, Mary had found a suite that satisfied her.

An odd choice, surely, thought Jacob. Unless she has a reason for wanting privacy?

Across from her suite was a linen closet. Jacob entered it, pulled a pile of neatly folded blankets from a shelf, put them on the floor and settled himself to wait for…well, for what he feared would come about.

He hoped he was wrong.








Chapter Four

 

“Really, Aunt Mary, you know I cannot join the family at meals.”

“Definitely not,” said Jenna from her bed.

“The both of you can and will. And you, Jenna, know why.” Mary stared at Mrs. Jennings, daring her to deny the relationship between herself and Mary’s father.

I would like it if you’d agree, whispered a voice in Jenna’s ear. I’d very much like it if Verity and Jacob fell in love but they must have time together, have the opportunity—

From where she stood on the far side of the bed, her back rigid with determination, Verity interrupted the words she couldn’t hear. “My grandfather wanted nothing to do with me. I want nothing to do with—”

Jenna lifted her hand and Verity’s voice stopped very nearly in the middle of a word. “I have changed my mind,” said Jenna.

“Why?” asked her outraged niece.

“For several very good reasons.” Jenna’s mouth closed in a tight line.

“I won’t.”

“I think you will,” said Jenna and then sighed. “And so will I. When I’m better and am able to be up and around.”

“Why?”

“Why? Because I like Mary and she has convinced me I must retire. She has asked that I be her guest here. I have decided I’d like that.”

“Retire?” repeated Verity. She drew in a deep breath and stiffened her spine. “Then I shall take your position. I know I’m young, but I was well trained and Emma—”

“And nonsense. You are my father’s granddaughter and you must act like it.”

“I’m not. He disinherited my father. Daddy was no longer his son. That means I’m not his granddaughter.”

“Verity, he regrets that very much,” said Jenna.

Besides, I re-inherited him.

“Besides,” she continued, “your father was reinstated.”

“How would you know that?”

Jenna bit her lip. “I…just do. Believe me, Verity. His lordship regrets it.”

“You said he regrets it. Twice.” She stared at her aunt.

“Did I?” A rosy tint had Jenna looking healthier for a moment until the flush faded. “Slip of the tongue?”

“Was it?” asked Mary.

“Why would you even ask?” asked Jenna, not looking at either of her guests.

Mary looked from one to the other and smiled. As she’d told Jacob earlier that evening, she’d lived in a number of different societies and knew many that believed in ghosts. And she’d a notion of exactly why Verity asked. Verity’s father had told her the house in Italy in which they lived so cheaply was cheap because it was supposed to be haunted. She suspected, from something the then-sixteen-year-old Verity said at the time, that the chit knew that ghost very well indeed, perhaps talked with it.

Verity looked from Mary’s twinkling eyes to her aunt’s glower. Verity had talked to the ghost of the young girl who’d died there in the room Verity and her sister occupied, died tragically at about the age Verity was then. She remembered hearing her father telling Aunt Mary about their ghost in a joking disbelieving way. She sighed. “Is my grandfather’s ghost living with us?” she asked.

“Ghost?” asked Jenna, hiding her surprise. “You believe in ghosts?” In her ear her lover laughed softly.

“Yes.”

Jenna’s face lost all expression. “You do?”

“When you’ve lived with one for a couple of decades, you have to believe in them.”

“Nonsense.”

“Not. But I’ll not argue. If you’ve not experienced one then you don’t have the least notion.” She shrugged. “If you have—” Verity closed her mouth with a snap, said good night to both her aunts and left.

“Does Father talk to you?” asked Mary.

“You too?” demanded Jenna.

Mary shrugged. “I’ll never say anything is impossible. I’ve lived with too many different beliefs, experienced too many strange things, learned so very much is true that our scholars insist is impossible. If my father still exists in this plane of life…” She shut her mouth and looked into the far distance. Then sighed. “He never approved,” she said. She looked at Jenna. “Of my travels, you know?”

“No. He didn’t. He was very glad when you came home to stay.”

“Stay?” Mary sighed. “Oh, I hope not.” But, she thought, I can’t travel again until my enemy and I come to…terms.

“How can you want to leave the comfort of your own home?” asked Jenna, wishing to understand.

“How can I not wish it? There is so much of the world I’ve not yet seen. I think,” said Mary in a musing voice, “that I’ll go west next time. I’d like to see those wild Indians in our colonies—er, our old colonies? The new United States? Anyway, I want to learn how they live, talk to their healers.” She shrugged. “There is so much to learn, Jenna.”

Jenna shifted, uncomfortable with such talk. “I will never understand. You’ve learned a lot and seen a lot, I’m sure, but how you can bear the dirt and stink and awful food and the discomfort of travel…” She shook her head. “No, I’ll never understand.” She smiled. “But if it makes you happy then you do it.”

“But not just now.”

“No.” They meant different things but Jenna couldn’t know that. Her mind drifted to the possibility of a marriage between her niece and Jacob. “Do you think,” she asked, “that it is possible my niece and your cousin might come to an understanding?”

Mary cast Jenna a startled look. “You’d approve?”

Jenna smiled tightly. “Not really, but I worry about her. There is no question that she has the family’s blood in her and deserves that the family care for her, but you and I both know that idiot who inherited the title will do nothing.”

“Greedy old Mud? Not for her or for anyone else.” Mary’s mouth firmed and her eyes went hard. “That young man needs a lesson and I hope each and every one of my father’s young heirs manages to fulfill the will’s demands just so Mud gets not one groat of the estate beyond what is under entail.”

Jenna tried hard to hide a yawn.

“Oh dear, I’ve tired you. You must tell me to take myself off when I’ve overstayed my time,” scolded Mary. “So now I will go. Is there anything you need? Here, just let me remove those extra pillows.” She moved toward the bed. “And I’ll—”

Jenna shook her head, raising a hand to stop Mary. “Leave the pillows. I won’t sleep for a time but I’ll admit to feeling a trifle tired. So much to think about…”

“No need to think, Jenna. Just accept. Good night.” Mary grinned. And left.

* * * * *
 

“This is the most fun time I’ve had since the old geezer I married died,” said Lady Alice. Politely, she covered her mouth with her hand, not quite hiding a wide yawn. “Oh dear, I apologize,” she said when her jaw stopped cracking. “Just how late is it?”

Lady Merriweather looked over Lady Alice’s shoulder to the clock on the low mantel. “Gone eleven.” She found herself repressing a yawn as well and set down her cards. “I fear I must have gotten out of the habit of staying up to all hours,” she said. “Eleven is the prime of the evening, after all.”

“We’ve all gotten out of the habit,” murmured Lady Fredericka who was busily adding up scores. “Hm, did I do that correctly?” she muttered and lifted her pencil from the bottom of the column to the top to start over.

The other three watched her a trifle warily. They’d begun playing at a sensible hour directly after an early dinner, agreeing they’d all leave after an hour or two and make their separate ways home before others among the ton began to leave their homes for evening entertainments. Somehow, without their noticing, the light had faded and, also without disturbing them, a soft-footed servant had entered to light lamps, moving them to satisfy the needs of each player.

One lamp had sputtered and gone out only moments before, drawing the intent women from their play. Melissa, holding the deck and dealing, had glanced around in sudden fright and dropped the rest of the cards. Flustered, she apologized. It was then Lady Alice had commented on the fun she’d had.

“I do hope we can do this again soon,” Alice continued. She eyed Lady Fredericka who was adding up the figures still again. “What is the bad news, my lady?”

“I surely cannot be doing this correctly,” said that lady, frowning at the paper she held up and out, staring at it at arm’s length.

“Let me,” said Melissa. “I’m very good with figures.”

Fredericka passed the paper across the table and Alice rose to stand just behind Melissa’s elbow, watching as, once again, the figures were totted up. “Oh my,” she murmured.

“Oh my, indeed,” said Melissa, frowning. “You did it correctly, Lady Freddy, um, Fredericka.” She looked up and across the table. “I apologize for using the name you dislike but, you see, I do like it, so I’ve difficulty remembering you do not. Lady Merriweather, you have won and won handsomely. Congratulations,” finished Melissa just a trifle acidly. She didn’t owe so much as the other two women but she did wonder just how she’d manage to pay the rather large sum. “I’m forced to write a chit, I fear. What I brought with me, in case I lost, was more the sort of thing one carries to an afternoon playing silver loo.”

Lady Alice, rather white, also wrote a vowel. Lady Fredericka, however, pulled a bulging purse from her reticule and, rather grimly, counted out a far larger sum than Melissa had ever thought to carry with her anywhere for any reason. She rather wondered how Freddy, as she persisted in thinking of the woman, could have so much to hand. She’d rather thought she recalled gossip that her ladyship was left in somewhat straitened circumstances… Not that it was any of her business, of course.

“I must leave,” said Lady Alice. “It is already overly late. My companion,” she said, forcing a jocularity she quite obviously didn’t feel, “has a nasty habit of writing long letters to my husband’s mother. The dowager never liked me. She loves hearing that I’ve done something to justify her belief her son married beneath himself and that I have no right to even the widow’s portion I was left, let alone to the townhouse which I’m to have for my life.”

Melissa wondered if the woman would regret saying so much if she recalled it at some later date. She herself would never mention her own unhappy position. Or her hopes for the future, as Alice had persisted in doing, revealing her dream of wedding a man she could love. Or at the very least, she’d gone on to say, one she could respect. And then she’d counted over the possibles on the marriage market, mostly widowers requiring women to manage their homes and, often, their nurseries. In one case, she’d spoken of a man with a daughter who must be brought out in the next season, poring over his family tree to see if he didn’t need a wife rather than depending on a relative to see to the matter.

And there was mention, of course, of Jacob Moorhead—the others giving her a quick look that she’d returned, she hoped, with bland incomprehension. That definitely was not a subject for discussion, her hopes of marriage to the only man who had ever in any way managed to rouse her senses—the only man excepting one other, that was, but she’d been so young then and he was lost to her…

The others were standing, speaking those things that meant imminent departure, and Melissa, coming to her senses, also rose. And yawned.

Lady Alice giggled. “It seems we are all out of practice for staying up late. Shall we make plans for our next meeting? Next week perhaps? At my house?” she suggested and then frowned. “Or no, perhaps not. My companion…” Her voice trailed off.

“We will meet at my house,” said Lady Fredericka firmly.

They left as a group, tripping down the steps and moving toward the hansom cab Lady Merriweather’s footman had called for them. “We will,” said Lady Fredericka softly so that only Melissa could hear, “meet at my house with no handy mirrors available for any of us to peer into.”

Melissa, about to follow Lady Alice into the cab, hesitated. Was Lady Freddy really suggesting that Lady Merriweather had cheated? She stepped back down onto the paving and turned to question her ladyship—and stared into the face of one of the ton’s stricter and surely the most judgmental of dowagers. “Lady Fisher–Stone,” said Melissa, dipping into a quick curtsey.

Lady Fredericka swung around. “Ah…my lady.” She too dropped a curtsey.

Lady Fisher–Stone glanced from the widows to the house from which they’d obviously come and back. She sniffed, her nose rising a notch, and, without a word, moved on and up the stairs to the adjoining house.

“That’s torn it,” muttered Lady Fredericka. “It will be all over town we’ve been carousing and heaven only knows what else.” She climbed into the cab. “You, my dear Lady Alice,” she said to the lady already ensconced in the forward-facing seat, “are very fortunate you were not seen.”

Melissa, wondering just how bad the gossip would run, followed Lady Fredericka, settled herself with her back to the horses and tapped the roof. The horse set forward to the first address. Melissa realized that somehow she’d been left to the last and gritted her teeth. On top of owing a large debt of honor to a woman who had cheated to earn it, she’d been left with paying the jarvey driving the cab.

That vowel. How was she to retrieve it?

And just how vicious would Lady Fisher–Stone be in setting the ton on its ears concerning their evening of pleasure. How much deeper would the hole grow, the one into which she’d stumbled when she’d been unable to control her hopes of wedding Jacob? Had allowed too many to guess those hopes?

Finally alone in the cab, Melissa relieved her feelings with a string of soft swearwords. She was still swearing when the jarvey pulled up at her front door and came down from his perch to open the door.

He stood there, firmly in her way, until he was paid.

* * * * *
 

Jacob nudged the linen cupboard door an inch farther open. He watched his Cousin Mary enter her sitting room—and heard her speak. “Rube? Aren’t you early?”

The man, thought Jacob, is already there?

“A bit perhaps. I found a book in your father’s library that I find exquisitely amusing.”

“Book?”

Jacob assumed the silence meant she looked at the title—hoped that was all it was…

“A traveler’s tale? Why is that amusing?”

“He visited my part of the world and if he is as wrong about everything else he reports as he is about my people then it is a book of fiction and something one should find amusing, correct?”

Jacob heard Mary chuckle. “Did he spend much time with your people?”

“He claims to have been with us for a year or so, but that is unlikely for surely I would remember it or at least have heard tales of his visit. I will ask in my next letter home. Assuming it reaches my family then someone will remember, will respond and, assuming that letter reaches me, I will discover if the man is a liar or if he simply has no ability to actually understand another’s point of view.”

“Hm.” There was another, longer, silence. Then, hesitantly, Mary asked, “Rube, am I so lacking in understanding? Have I wasted my life traveling and…”

This time it was a low rumbling masculine laugh coming from behind the door. “You have more empathy in your little finger than most have in the whole of their bodies, Mary. You understand those you meet. When you don’t, you ask the right questions. And, still better, you ask them in such a way you do not set up anyone’s back.” He paused. “Do I have that right?” he asked a trifle diffidently.

“Set up their backs? Yes, of course you do. Except, perhaps that is the problem…”

After a long moment’s silence, Rube suggested, “You are thinking about your stay there.”

Jacob guessed Mary nodded.

“Try again, Mary. Take your time and think carefully. Repeat exactly what you did, what you said and perhaps we can put together something that will explain how the king came to conclude you murdered his son. Or—” He paused and his tone was slightly more caustic when he continued. “Perhaps you will now admit the man is mad.”

Mary ignored the last. “I’ll try.”

“But not tonight. You are yawning. Go to bed and I’ll see you aren’t disturbed.”

“Don’t stay up too late.”

“No. I’m near the end of this chapter and will put the book down when I finish it.”

Jacob waited and heard a door close—obviously the door to his cousin’s bedroom. He rose to his feet, stretched away the stiffness that had crept in while he awaited Rube’s arrival—except Rube had already been there. Jacob frowned. What had Mary implied when she referred to…the problem?

Problem? And murder? What had the foreign prince meant by murder? Something else I must discover, he thought as he opened the linen cupboard’s door, which squeaked. Almost instantly the door across the hall opened as well. Jacob stared into the steely look in Rube’s face, glanced at the knife the man held in his hand and then back at his face.

Rube relaxed somewhat. “Yes?”

“Come out,” said Jacob softly but with very nearly the same steel he’d seen on the other man’s visage. “I want to talk to you.”

Rube grimaced. “Because I am in Mary’s rooms?” He sighed. “We had hoped to keep from you that…”

“That you are lovers?” asked Jacob, his whole body stiff with outrage.

“Lovers?” Rube blinked. Then he laughed softly. “Oh no. That would never do. My father would fall into fits and my mother die of embarrassment if I were to take a lover from among your sort. I would not wish to do that to my family.”

Jacob recognized irony when he heard it. He sighed. “You suggest that your family would be as outraged as mine. Very well. Then, if you are not sharing her bed, what are you doing?”

“Guarding her,” said Rube.

Jacob glanced at the place where the knife had disappeared within the man’s robes. “She’s…in danger?”

“She managed to insult a man who cannot abide insult. At least he calls it insult and threatens revenge.” Rube frowned. “He has made no overt move against her for very nearly two years now but we know his minions keep watch. Perhaps we have thrown them off stride by coming here. We were very careful and, with luck, they’ll not find her. At least not for some time. But I will not relax my vigilance since we cannot know.”

“Insulted someone important? Some man overseas somewhere. I was listening, you know. I heard you mention murder? May I know the details?”

“Insult is perhaps not the correct word…my inadequate English…” mused Rube but then shook his head. “Since you know so much I’ll tell Mary she must discuss the situation with you. Perhaps you’ll decide you must find someone else to chaperon your cousin, that it is too dangerous for others living here for Mary to remain.” Rube shrugged. “The two of you will come to a decision one way or another. But not now. Tomorrow. It is far too late tonight and Mary is tired.”

Jacob wanted to argue but decided the man was right. “You have her safe?”

“Go see.” He gestured toward Lady Mary’s bedroom.

Jacob crossed the room and tapped on the door. There was no answer. Frightened by Rube’s story, he threw back the door and rushed into the bedroom—only to find it empty. He looked around. Spun around. Stared at the impassive Rube who stood cross-armed in the doorway. He relaxed. “Where is she?”

Rube nodded toward another door at the far side of the room.

“The dressing room?” Jacob crossed to it and knocked softly.

After a moment his sleepy-looking cousin opened the door. “Jacob?” she asked and, suddenly alert, glanced to where Rube stood.

Rube nodded. “He knows.”

She sighed. “All of it?”

“No. Only that you are in danger.”

She heaved a still deeper sigh. “Fiddle.”

Jacob laughed at her sour expression. “Tomorrow you will tell me the tale and we will decide what to do.”

She nodded, shut the door and, after a few more words with Rube, Jacob found a nearby flight of servants’ stairs and went down them to the first-floor hall and into his bedroom. Once there, he settled into the well-worn and very comfortable chair set before the fire. He turned up the lamp, picked up his book and laid it on his lap.

Then, ignoring it, he stared into the fire. “Danger.”

Danger?

Jacob winced at the voice. “It appears Mary is in danger of her life. Thus the bodyguard.”

I don’t like it. My little Mary in danger.

“I don’t particularly like it either. Especially since Mrs. Jennings and Miss Tomlinson are here as well.” What the devil am I doing, having a conversation with an impossibility? “And I haven’t even been drinking.”

Do something. The impossible voice sounded stern.

“Once I know more, I will. Mary will explain all tomorrow.”

There was a gentle sigh. Jacob waited. When nothing more was forthcoming he sighed softly himself and relaxed a tension he’d not realized he was feeling. He touched the book in his lap and shook his head. Ten minutes later he was ready for bed, doused the lamp. He put himself to bed, glad his valet had turned down the covers so he need not fumble his way between the sheets.

* * * * *
 

Honey?

“Mel, dear?”

There better not be another who can contact you from this side!

Jenna chuckled. “I agree. It was hard enough to accept when it is only you.”

Ah, my love. I miss that.

“What do you miss?”

Your gentle sense of humor… Other things as well. A ghostly hand approached hers but not so near the cold hurt. There is something you must know, the voice said much more abruptly.

“Tell me.”

Mary is in danger. Tomorrow she will explain to Jacob. I think we should all hear the tale.

“Danger… What? Why?”

I don’t know, do I?

Jenna tipped her head, stared at the ghostly replica of the man she’d loved for so long. “Jacob will do something. I’m sure he will know exactly what to do.”

That foreign man who arrived with Mary? He’s her bodyguard.

“So you do know something.”

Not enough.

“Tomorrow.” Jenna yawned.

Oh, my love. You are tired and I keep you awake with my nonsense.

“If Mary is in danger it is hardly nonsense.”

True… But sleep now. I will watch over you.

“Nonsense. Go watch over Mary. Then if something happens you can warn Jacob.” She stared at him. “You can, can you not?”

He hears me. Even when he isn’t drunk nearly out of his mind, he hears me.

Jenna smiled at the satisfaction she heard.

But you are correct—as you usually are. I will go watch over my daughter. He floated up off the bed and toward the door just as if he had to move through space to reach Mary’s room. At the door he paused. I love you. I wish you’d had the courage to marry me when we could have done the trick. Then I’d not worry so much about you now.

Jenna’s smile faded and her lips compressed into a stubborn line.

Her lover’s ghost sighed…and disappeared.








Chapter Five

 

A poorly dressed man burst into the one room fit for human habitation in the abandoned house. “They’ve gone.”

“Lady Mary? Gone?” The second, a seedy-looking man, looked up from where he cast, one hand against the other, a pair of dice.

“You heard me,” said the first, a vicious note creeping into his voice. “Gone, and what do we do now?”

The dicer straightened, stared into the hard stare the other sent his way. “Gone…”

“The foreigner won’t be happy.”

“The foreigner will be livid.”

Eyes flickered, glanced to one side then back to meet again. “You go tell him,” they said simultaneously. Each shook his head. Quiet descended on the only room in the deserted farmhouse that still boasted four walls and a roof.

“What we gonna do, Alf?”

Alf heard fear in the younger man’s voice. He tossed the dice, caught them one-handed and closed his fist around them. “I don’t know about you, my boy, but I know a certain captain that works off the coast just east of Brighton. I think I’ll go see if he’s got room for a passenger on his next trip across the channel.”

“Think he’d have room for two?” asked the other after a moment.

“Think he might… But the foreigner has got to be told.”

“Write him a letter?” suggested the younger.

Alf looked startled. “You can write?”

Embarrassed, the other nodded. “Not very pretty but so you can read it.”

“So some can read it, maybe,” said Alf on a dry note. “Think the foreigner can read English?”

“His problem.” The younger man shrugged. “We’d ‘ave done our duty by informing him.”

Alf thought about that and nodded. “You go buy paper and whatever else you need while I pack. We can drop the letter in the mailbag at the posting inn in Richmond before heading south.”

* * * * *
 

Jacob looked around Jenna’s room and nodded. “We’re all here. Now, Cousin Mary, a round tale and don’t leave out any bits you think unsuitable for anyone’s ears.” He glanced toward Verity and away.

Verity scowled. “If you mean me then say so.”

“Very well. Anything unsuitable for Miss Tomlinson’s ears must still be voiced. She’ll just have to blush and we’ll politely ignore her crimson cheeks. Cousin?”

“Now why,” asked Mary, “do you think there will be anything in this tale an innocent shouldn’t hear?” Before Jacob could do more than open his mouth, she continued. “Actually, there may be.” Her mouth compressed into a hard line for a moment. “Rube will tell you much of it is, but he still thinks in terms of harems and women who must be kept away from any man not father or husband.” She grinned when Rube’s face twisted into a moue. “Yes, you do. You wouldn’t keep such a close watch on me if you did not.”

“I keep close watch, Lady Mary, because you are in danger of your life and only for that reason. I know better than most that you can deal with very nearly any situation a man might face.”

Mary blushed slightly. “That is a high compliment, Rube.”

“That,” he said, his voice dry as the deserts surrounding his home oasis, “would be an insult to a lady of my people. As you know.”

Mary laughed. “I’ll take it as a compliment. Now for my tale.” She settled more firmly into the armed chair Jacob had pulled into a position so she faced Jenna who sat against pillows in her bed. “I had stayed for—oh, nearly a year?—with Rube’s family.”

“Where she saved my mother’s life,” inserted Rube. “She’d not bother to tell you that, but it is important.”

“Where,” repeated Mary, “I happened to have enough medicines in my kit and, for once, the right medicines, so that I was able to add my bit to Rube’s family’s physician’s efforts. He is a good doctor, Rube, and I learned from him. Very likely he’d have saved your mother without my poor efforts.”

“You learn wherever you go. Now continue or we’ll be all day at it.” He crossed his arms and leaned against the wall.

Mary cast him a look, sighed and continued. “The tale that I was a doctor eventually reached the ears of the headman of a tribe some distance to the south. The man had a son who was dying. He sent for me.”

“And, against all advice, she insisted she must go.”

“Rube, who tells this tale? Me or you?”

Jacob, before the tall man could retort, said, “I think you each have much to tell. Just carry on, either of you, whenever the other forgets something.”

“Very well,” said Mary. “Rube’s father organized my journey—mounts, guards, food and water…and he sent Rube to keep me safe.”

“Your cousin, Mr. Moorhead, rushes into danger never thinking it might be there. The journey was one adventure after another before we reached the headman’s region. Finally. Frankly, I’d rather hoped we’d be too late and his son already dead. It would have solved a number of problems.”

“He was not dead. Nor was there anything I or anyone could do for him. He had a wasting disease, Jacob. Someday they may discover what causes such and a means of curing that sort of illness, but just now we can do nothing for it. And so I told his father. His father refused to believe me, insisted I was merely attempting to increase the offer of recompense he’d made me.”

Rube scowled. “Since we’d already sent him word that no recompense would be asked or be necessary or accepted if offered, that didn’t make a great deal of sense.”

“Rube, the man made little sense about anything except his love for his—”

“Love? Nonsense,” interrupted Rube. “Love had no part in it. He’d sired only the one son among a multitude of daughters and now the son was dying. He was losing his heir.”

Mary bit her lip. “Perhaps.”

“Mary.”

Mary smiled a weak smile. “I know, Rube. You would say I always look for the best in people. Well, I prefer that to looking for the worst! In any case, the young man died a few days after we arrived and I was accused of poisoning him. Murdering him.”

“You would have laughed to see the look on her face when that accusation was thrown at her head.”

“Rube…”

His voice softened. “I know. You thought, at first, it was merely the father’s grief.” The steely look returned to Rube’s features. “Mary, my father warned you the man was insane.”

Mary sighed. “I have met all sorts in my travels but never a madman who had the power of life and death over everyone in his realm. It was, I suppose, lucky that he wished to make a public example of me because that meant a spectacle of grand proportions must be organized.”

“Which gave me time to organize her rescue and our escape. Believe me, that wasn’t easy. Not when the man was…” He frowned. “Mary, what was that odd word you used? The one derived from the Greek?”

“Paranoia. He was afraid of everyone surrounding him and therefore set one against another in such a way he was surrounded by more guards guarding each other than any of them guarded him. You don’t want to know the details of how Rube got me away. And if you do, it’s too bad. I don’t want to remember them. We escaped…but it was almost immediately obvious the madman sent emissaries after me. They were ordered to bring me back for punishment.”

“There were a series of attempted kidnappings before we left for England. We managed to get aboard a ship without anyone knowing, so it was some time before one of his agents discovered our new destination. After another two attempts at kidnapping, the madman’s agent organized a form of torture that would drive anyone less sane than Lady Mary straight into chains in a bedlam. If we could only find the spider in the center of the web, we might end things, but, although we’ve caught two of his minions, we’ve never managed to get one bit of information leading beyond them.”

“We will not use torture, Rube,” said Mary.

“Quickest way to information, my lady.”

“Assuming you can believe what you are told.”

“We’ve ways.”

“Rube…”

His mouth pulled in and then he relaxed, grinned. “I know. When in Rome and all that…”

She smiled. “Remember it.”

“Yes. It is how you delve into cultures you visit and it is a good way if you are only interested in learning. But I am interested in protecting you, in making it possible for you to live a normal life—or perhaps I should say, to return to the life you love.”

Again those listening heard wry humor.

Mary looked sad for a moment, thinking of all the places to which she wished to travel but dared not go. Not while there was still a madman insisting she be caught and returned to what he insisted was justice. She drew in a deep breath and huffed it out. Then she looked around. “Well? Now you know. Should we go?”

“Go?” Jenna blinked. “Go where?”

“Jenna, you are not stupid. Coming here, I may have put all of you in danger as well as myself. I should never have given into the temptation but I thought perhaps we could escape and not be followed.”

“And I think we did,” said Rube quietly. “The thing is, no matter how careful we’ve been—in the past, you know—we are always traced. Very likely, because of me. I, hm, stand out among the rest of you here in Mary’s homeland.” He cast a wry look around the room.

Jacob chuckled. “We’ve men who have complexions as dark, Rube, or even darker. Men who have spent their lives in India, for instance, and not taken care to remain out of the sun. But no one I know has dark curly hair in addition to golden skin. It is possible you are correct and that you may be the means by which Mary is traced.” Jacob, tactfully, didn’t mention Rube’s way of dressing, which was not that of an Englishman.

Rube nodded. “On this journey I was very careful to remain out of sight. We traveled straight through with nothing more than changes of horses to slow us up.”

“That explains how you got here so quickly.” Jenna’s comment was ignored.

Rube frowned. “If our enemy is as intelligent as I think, he will check for someone traveling fast. Or perhaps he has other means of tracing us. Bribery perhaps? We cannot know, but you must believe that eventually he will find us and once again organize a web of watchers around us along with the occasional hint he hasn’t forgotten us.”

“Hint?”

“He leaves…messages.”

“Your grim tone suggests they are not neatly written notes handed in at the door.”

“They are not.” Rube stared at Jacob and Jacob stared back.

“I will,” said Jacob after a moment, “pass on the word that any such, um, message is to be reported directly to me.”

“Or me.”

“Or you,” agreed Jacob absently, his mind elsewhere. “Mary, I think you must stay here. Your danger has not resulted in danger to anyone else, has it?”

“No,” said Mary, but with a doubtful note.

“But you worry?”

“Yes. I have to believe the madman will lose patience.”

“It is a cat-and-mouse game,” said the bodyguard. “Then there is something that occurred to me not too long ago. It is possible our spider doesn’t wish to capture you but is waiting for his king to die, so that he may go home without you. Getting you out of the country, secretly, would not be easy and he must know it. But in the meantime he follows his king’s orders to the letter, if not with quite the spirit intended.”

Mary sighed again. “Jenna?”

“I agree with Jacob. You must stay.” Jenna had listened to urgings whispered in her ear, insistent promises to help watch over Mary and give warning if trouble arrived. “We can, I think, keep you safer here than anywhere else… But please don’t ask me why.”

“Why do you think that?”

“I said not to ask,” she growled but then relaxed. “But I do have very good reasons.” Jenna, blushing, looked down at her hands.

Jacob gave her a sharp look but glanced away almost immediately. Surely not, he thought. Surely she doesn’t hear that voice as well? My granduncle’s voice? Jacob shook his head ever-so slightly. No, of course not. It was only he who had lost his mind to the point he heard voices. Voices that could not exist…

* * * * *
 

Melissa yawned. “You again.”

Everston sneered. “You have been a naughty girl, have you not?” he asked.

“I haven’t a notion what you mean.” Melissa leaned forward on one elbow and chose another bonbon, hiding her expression by doing so.

“I think you do.”

“Lord Everston, if you’ve something to say then say it.” She continued to poke through the box, searching for—well, pretending to search for a certain flavor.

“But it is so much more fun to drag it out,” he complained in, for him, a whimsical tone.

“I assure you, I am not in the mood for games.”

“Ah. But you were the other evening, were you not?”

Melissa tensed. So. As I guessed. Word has gotten around.

“You and Lady—”

“So why is it so terrible?” interrupted Melissa. “A few friends gathered to play a few hands of cards. What of it?” She shrugged one shoulder and turned her head away.

“A few…innocent…hands of cards.”

“Is that so very bad?”

“It is when you lose as much as you are said to have lost.”

He knows. How could he know that? Melissa swallowed and saw that his lordship noticed—at least she assumed that explained the gloating look coming into his features. “So?”

“So the debt must be paid, must it not?”

“And?” Melissa wanted no one to know how she fretted about that little problem. She hadn’t a notion how she was to pay it.

“I will pay it. For a price.”

Melissa thought of her bed upstairs and shuddered slightly.

“I will pay it if you pack your trunks and go north. Immediately…” he said, either missing the shudder or not understanding it.

She cast him a quick glance and, relieved, felt herself relax. “It is not a small sum, you know.” She named an amount twice what she’d actually lost. “If I agree to go, I’ll take a draft on your bank.”

“You’ll do no such thing. If you agree to go, I will visit the lady and will give her coin of the realm, saying I am your messenger in this.” He grinned a tight grin. “I’ll not be choused, my dear. Do not think it.”

“But that debt is not all. I will need money for the journey. And I really cannot go into the country without proper clothing,” she added. “I must visit my modiste and I doubt very much if she’ll do the work unless I pay something, at least, on what I owe her.”

“Poor dear. Life is treating you shabbily, is it not?” said his lordship, pretending to console her.

“You don’t mean it but it is.” Melissa pouted. “Nothing has gone right since your cousin went north.”

“Then the answer is obvious. To make things right, you too must go north. I will send you in my small carriage with my second coachman. Since I can only spare a pair and do not care to spend money for fresh teams, it will take longer.” He frowned. “Which means the cost of beds along the way, while the horses are rested, and food. Ah, the cost of it all! Do let me think just who I know with whom you can stay the nights.”

“Perhaps I could pay my own shot at inns.” Melissa spoke quickly, making the offer before he could call up the names of people she had no desire to visit—especially since she hoped no one need know where she’d gone—just in case Jacob continued to be stubborn and, again, refused to wed her.

Mud smiled that tight smile she hated. “Ah, then you are not quite up the River Tick? In that case perhaps you’d care to spring for horses along the way as well? And travel more quickly?”

“No. I’m not in the basket, as the saying is,” she added quickly. The old miser. He’ll not give me a penny more than he need. And I need every penny he’ll give me. Drat that cheating woman. “But,” she continued after only a moment, “I am not well forward at the moment either. Come quarter day—”

“Which,” he interrupted, “is still some weeks in the future.”

“Six,” she said without thinking.

“Ah. You are counting,” he retorted.

She looked up. “My father was interested only in the settlements. He cared not a jot about negotiating a decent widow’s portion, made no effort to see that it was adequate.”

“I hear he has another gentleman lined up who will make further settlements?”

“He and his gentleman may go to the devil,” said Melissa, her voice hard. “I am of age now. He cannot force me to his wishes. Not this time.”

“You sound very certain of that.”

“And why should I not?”

“My dear, you have had little care for your reputation and you cannot possibly live on your widow’s portion, as I suspect you’ve already discovered. If you cannot seduce my cousin into marriage and away from that property, then what will you do?”

“Go abroad?” she asked in a flippant tone. “I understand one may live quite well on a pittance.”

His features relaxed into a completely blank expression, except for eyes that burned hot. If his eyes were hot, his voice was chill. “I doubt you would like that at all.”

“I agree that I would prefer to stay in England but you have not sweetened the pot sufficiently to convince me I wish to travel north. Something you feel strongly I should do…”

He had thought she’d run from scandal. From debt. She could see it in every expression, almost see him shake with the tension of the anger filling him. Silence reigned for a long moment and she refused to allow herself to be intimidated into breaking it.

Barking the words, Everston asked, “Your modiste… How much do you owe her?”

Melissa told him. The true figure was in her mind because she’d received still another dunning note only that morning and she merely added enough for two or three more gowns before stating it.

He cringed and then sighed. “Very well. Your gaming debt, your modiste and my carriage and coachman for the journey north. You will pay for accommodation, your room and board at the inns at which you stop for a night.”

“You, my lord, are a miser.”

“You, my dear, are a whore and not worth so much as I’ve agreed to pay.”

Melissa expressed her outrage at the insult even as she wondered if she could get anything else out of him. She decided she’d pushed him as far as he was likely to go and turned her mind to practical matters. “I can be ready to leave… Oh, I think a week from Thursday.”

“You’ll leave tomorrow.”

“I have things to arrange before I go and I will leave a week Thursday—or we may forget the whole thing.” She reached for the candy box and sorted through it, pretending not to care about his decision.

He eyed her. Something in the set of her mouth, the firmness of her chin, convinced him. “Very well. Give me your account at your modiste and I will forward the whole.”

“I was so angry when I received it, I burned it. I will get another.”

“You would cheat me.”

“I assure you, it will be no more than I have said.”

He looked frustrated but, after gnashing his teeth twice, he nodded. “One week. Thursday my coach and driver will be outside your door at nine in the morning.”

“Nine.” She started up and then relaxed. “You are insane to suggest anything so uncivilized. Not a moment before eleven.”

“In this you will not change my mind. Nine.” He rose to his feet, bowed and stalked toward the door. His hand on the handle, he turned. “Remember. He must leave the estate and he must stay away from it for more than a week. And it must be known he has done so. Do not fail me.”

“Why? You, it seems, have failed me. You have failed to pay me what you owe me for such labor.”

“If you are smart and very good then you’ll get him to wed you and that will be more of a reward than you deserve.” He left, shutting the door with a snap.

Melissa ground her teeth. How she hated the man. Something a trifle cold settled around her heart as she sensed that perhaps the reason she didn’t like him was that he was too much like herself.

But that means I don’t like myself and that must be nonsense…








Chapter Six

 

Somewhere in London, in a hidden suite of rooms fitted out in a sybaritic manner quite at odds with any English style of decor, an overly thin man lolled against a pile of soft pillows. Beside him stood a water pipe, the scent of which had the second man in the room, a slave, wrinkling his nose—but he said nothing. He dared not. Criticism was not well received by the emaciated creature who was his master and if his master desired the slow death of the opium addict, well, that was the way of the world, was it not? The slave cast his mind back to his master’s last question. “I have thought and I have told you all the letter said. She escaped them.”

“Imbeciles. Idiots. Find them. Kill them.”

“They will have disappeared.” The second man spoke in a soft, even tone. “Either they are lost in the stews of some city or they have taken ship and gone heaven only knows where. They are unimportant. It is the woman we must find.”

After a moment the emaciated man looked up. “You have the lists.”

The slave nodded. “I have dispatched men to check at each friend’s estate for her presence.”

“Unnecessary. She will have gone to her father. It is what a woman does.”

“You’ve forgotten that her father died. She cannot be with him, so why would she visit the estate of a dead man?”

The lounger frowned. “Still…”

“I will put it on the second list. The one listing less likely destinations.”

The thin man jerked to a sitting position. “She’ll not have left the country? She cannot sail without our knowing?”

“We’ve agents everywhere. If she shows her face in any port in the whole of the island we will be informed. And we will learn the name of the ship and the captain and his ports of call. But I do not think she will leave England. She feels safe here.”

“Why did she even leave her home?”

The second man shrugged. “Boredom?”

The first frowned. “This boredom. It is something I do not understand… I do not like it when I do not understand.”

The English word had come into their conversation in the past. That time too, it roused the master’s interest—and his anger when a satisfying definition was not forthcoming.

“It is, I think,” said the second man who also had difficulty with the concept, “much like a child fretting for something to do, a game or perhaps merely the attention of an attendant.”

The slave had put a great deal of time into forming that response. He didn’t want to rouse even the least emotion in his master. Especially not his anger. One never knew what orders a user of opium would give when angry. The slave held his breath during the following silence but relaxed when his master nodded, accepting the notion.

“I have,” the slave began more than a trifle hesitantly, “never understood why we do not merely kill her. Be done with it. Go home where we belong.” He missed the climate, the food he knew, particularly the fruit and, most of all—although no one knew of their existence and he could visit them only very occasionally and only briefly—he missed his little family… “Would you not like to go home?”

The thin man ignored that last question, answering only the first. “Our king has given orders. You needn’t understand. You merely obey.”

The cold voice sent a shudder up the slave’s spine and he bowed his head. “Many apologies spill from this inadequate mouth,” he said in their native tongue.

“So they should. Bring an ember from the fire. Put it on the water pipe. I would smoke…”

The slave shuddered again, this time at the thought of what the opium did to one who abused it as his master did—but he nevertheless obeyed with alacrity. Any other reaction would have led to a beating, or worse.

But worst of all, his whole dependence was on his master. What, he wondered, will I do if he dies? He thought about that and, with more than a touch of despair, changed the phrasing. When he dies? What will become of me?

* * * * *
 

Jacob stepped over the low sill of the salon’s tall window and onto the terrace. Beyond it, in the rose garden, Verity cut long stems and laid them into a shallow basket. He joined her. “I’ll hold the basket for you if you’ll allow it,” he said softly.

Softly, yes, but unexpectedly, and she straightened, swinging around, the shears held at a dangerous angle.

His brows climbed up his forehead, his astonishment at her reaction unhidden.

Verity blushed and turned away. “Where I grew up an unexpected male voice could mean… Oh, the devil. Never mind.”

“Your parents must have been very lax to have allowed you to be in any situation in which you’d have been accosted in the manner to which you did not quite refer.” He removed the basket from her hand.

“My parents…” Verity straightened, the shears in one hand and the rose she’d just cut in the other.

She stared off over the top of the bush into some memory Jacob wished he could coax her to reveal. “What is it, love?” he asked gently.

“Yes. Love,” she said, misinterpreting his endearment for a question. “My parents were so deeply, wondrously, in love, even after all those years, they’d little time for anyone else. Not even their children. We reared ourselves, I suppose you’d say, making our own rules.”

“No governess? No servants to watch over you?”

She shrugged. “A governess, yes. And we learned from her.” She laid the rose in the basket and bent to cut another. “When she was sober,” she added softly.

“Poor dear,” he murmured.

“Do not think it,” she said, a tinge of frost in her voice. She continued in a more reminiscent tone. “Our governess wasn’t so…bad when we were young. We learned. A lot. It was only as we got older she…”

“She became more lax about seeing to you when she felt the need for a nip or two?”

Verity hid a grin. “That is one way to put it. But by then we were old enough to explore. The place in which we lived, a large village on the shores of Lake Como, you know, was safe enough, but strangers often passed through on their way to villas to the north or south to Milano. Everyone who lived there knew us, protected us and most of them indulged us.” She smiled at a happy memory. “Ah, the food I’ve eaten!”

“Peasant food?”

“The very best in all the world,” she said, nodding. “Plain, yes, but fresh and prepared with love and herbs.” She shrugged and moved on to another bush, inspected one or two blossoms and moved to still another.

He followed. “Did you by chance learn from these wonderful cooks?”

She grinned. “I could prepare you a truly excellent meal if only I could find the ingredients.”

“Would that be so difficult?”

She nodded. “Everything is…different here.”

“So you ran wild?”

“I suppose high sticklers would say so.” She smiled a secret smile.

“What are you thinking?”

“Of the time I managed to stow away in the carter’s cart to Milano. I stayed a full week before going home again.”

“Good heavens. How old were you?”

“Hm? Oh, thirteen, I think. Fourteen? Perhaps.”

He straightened. “And how did you, a young girl, live for a week in Milan at the age of thirteen?”

“Quite easily, actually. My governess had talked of her brother the priest. Often. I went to him, explained I felt it necessary to tell him of his sister’s bad health and could he find a place for me to stay until the carter returned to our village in a week’s time. He was appalled by the whole, his sister, me, the carter—but he put me in the care of an indulgent nun who took me all over Milano to see the sights, including a night at the opera which I’ll never forget, and then she saw me into the care of the carter for the return home.”

“Intrepid of you. What if the priest had been another sort? What if he’d not cared a jot for his sister and had left you to your own devices?”

“It didn’t happen.”

“That is all you can say? Can you not see how foolish you were?”

“I’d hoped something could be done for Miletta,” she said, her mouth set in a stubborn line.

“And was it?”

She paused in her work and again looked off into her memories.

“Was something done?” he repeated.

“No,” she said softly. “Except the brother promised to say prayers for her.” Verity sighed. “Not exactly what I’d hoped but then I hadn’t realized a priest had less freedom than I did, really. And less money. I suppose I was a trifle naïve.”

“Naïve to the point of idiocy, I’d say. Do you realize that there are brothels that specialize in young girls? Do you realize there are women, madams they are called, on the lookout for such girls? Do you have the least notion what could have happened to you?”

Verity turned and stared at him. “You are angry. Why?”

He growled. “You would drive a saint to anger.”

“Why? I am nothing to you, so why?”

He opened his mouth to retort…and closed it. “I don’t know,” he said with a frown. “I don’t know why I’m angry. Obviously nothing happened to you. You are here and were not harmed by your adventure…” His look sharpened. “Were you?”

“Not at all. It went so smoothly it led to more.” Her lids lowered over her eyes and she silently challenged him to object or scold or even to ask questions. “That nun and I got to know each other very well.” For another long moment they eyed each other. She waited but still he said nothing and, shrugging, she took the basket from him. “I’ve vases to fill. These roses are the last flowers I’ll need. Good day, Mr. Moorhead.” She brushed by him and headed for the back of the house and a door that, going down a few steps, led into a workroom where flowers were arranged for the house.

She glanced around when the sun, spilling in the open door, dimmed. She frowned. “Oh, go away. I do ever-so much better if not distracted.” She hunched a shoulder at him and reached for the first vase. A moment later it was taken from her hand, set down and she was swung around. She glared at him.

“If I ever hear of you pulling another such stunt I will lock you in a room at the top of the house, feed you on bread and water and not let you go until you promise you’ll never ever again frighten your aunt, as you would do, by going off on some dangerous adventure.”

She tipped her head. “I think you mean that.”

“Try me.”

One of Verity’s brows arched. “I will never knowingly do anything to frighten my aunt. Surely that is obvious.”

“But you didn’t mind frightening your parents?”

The other brow arched as well. “My parents. But I have told you. They paid us no attention. I doubt they ever knew I was gone.”

“Your sister? Your governess? No one told them?”

“Well, you see,” she said gently, “we all knew they’d not hear anything they didn’t wish to hear, so why bother?”

“They’d not care their daughter was off doing heaven only knew what or where?”

“No.”

“Were they so totally irresponsible?”

“No, of course not. We were fed, housed, clothed and, in our odd fashion, educated.”

He swallowed and his gaze softened. “I pit—”

Her hand covered his mouth. “Do not dare to pity me. I enjoyed my life a great deal…until their deaths. Excepting our few visits here, of course.” Her mouth distorted, briefly, into a moue.

He frowned. “I loved my granduncle.”

“I did not.”

“Why?”

She gave him a look that said it should be obvious. When he continued to wait for her response she sighed. “Because,” she said, “he never accepted my mother.”

“A mother who didn’t behave much as a mother should?”

“A mother who loved a father to the point the rest of the world didn’t exist,” said Verity softly. “A love so remarkably unselfish she could give up all she knew for him, follow him to the ends of the earth. And he felt the same for her.”

After a moment, Jacob sighed. “You wish for the same sort of love.”

“I do. I’ll not wed without it.”

“You’d become a spinster in this society? You haven’t a notion of what you’d suffer.”

She grinned a lopsided grin. “Oh, not here. There are many families in Italy in need of an English governess. Wealthy Milanese, for instance, where I know the city, know the life, know who would pay exceedingly well for such as I to come to them and teach their daughters English and the ways of an English maiden.”

“And could you?” There was a bite to that.

“Teach them English propriety, you mean? Of course.” Her voice turned dry. “And enough logic, to say nothing of a dollop of cynicism, so the young ladies would not grow up seeing the world through rosy-colored spectacles. I would make them competent to weed the false from the true.”

“Cynic.”

“I am, of course. Are not you?”

He grinned a quickly suppressed grin. “A bit of one, I suppose. It is proper to the male of the species but not, of course, to the female.”

“That sort of hypocrisy is why I’d teach my charges to see and understand what is rather than what should be.”

He laughed, backed away and bowed. “Your point, I think.” Then he paused. “May I have that lovely pale pink rose?”

“Why?”

“I wish to take it to Jenna-mine of course.”

She eyed him. “Why?”

“Because I like her?”

Verity reached for not only the pink rose but a white one as well and then some greenery. With a deft twist, a cut, a bow…suddenly she held a sweet little posy. She looked up at him. “Because I like her too,” she said and handed it to him.

She didn’t see the warmth that grew in his eyes as he looked at the back she turned on him. Nor the softening of his expression. Or the odd little double nod of his head as if he’d finally accepted something he’d not yet understood—or not wished to understand.

But she heard him depart by way of the house and almost, but not quite, wished he’d not gone.

* * * * *
 

“Nowhere. She can’t be nowhere.”

The voice had risen with each word and was shrill enough at the last to hurt the slave’s ears. He winced—then hoped his master had not noticed. Not that the man noticed much of anything these days. “She isn’t where we’ve looked so far. I have handed out the second list. That will be checked in less than a week.”

“We have lost her. She is nowhere. Nowhere.” The emaciated opium-eater bent his head into his hands and rocked from one side to the other, repeating the word over and over as he did so.

“We will find her.”

“She is nowhere. Oh me, oh my. I am lost. Lost. He will have my head. He will cut off my fingers one by one. He will—” A sob launched another series of the litany. “Nowhere. She is nowhere…”

The slave backed from the room, moving slowly, carefully, silently. It didn’t do to attract attention. Not these days. Not when the master was somnolent under the influence of the drug or, if not drowsing in a drugged dream, then too easily irritated and irrational with it.

The slave frowned, staring through the narrowing crack of the door he closed as carefully and slowly as he could manage.

“Nowhere…nowhere…”

He shook his head. It couldn’t be much longer before death claimed his master. Then what? What could he do? What should he do? Worry fretted him as he returned to the tiny room he used as an office and stared around it. There was no heat and it was cold.

He shuddered. “Will I never be warm again? I want to go home,” he said softly, sadly.








Chapter Seven

 

Verity looked up. She felt a sudden warmth welling up inside her at the sight of Jacob standing in the doorway and—automatically denying it was caused by his unexpected appearance—she frowned. “What do you want?”

“You have worked long enough. Cousin Mary wishes you to join her in a nuncheon.”

“I’ve work to do.”

“There is nothing you have to do. Or there are others who will do it if you tell them what is to be done. Besides, isn’t there an under-housekeeper whose duty it is to see to things if the housekeeper is incapacitated? Allow the woman to do her job.”

“She cannot deal with the accounts. Not if you want them to balance. And that must be done if you do not want chaos. Nor can she deal with servant problems. She knows the work and she can tell the maids what to do and when, but any sort of crisis and she is lost. And why do I bother to explain?”

“You are cross. One becomes cross when hungry. Come to the small dining room and keep your aunt company. She has things she wishes to discuss with you.” He held open the door and, after another moment’s hesitation, Verity threw down her pen. Ink spattered over the page and, quietly, she cursed.

Jacob chuckled. “You truly did receive a rather interesting education, did you not?” he asked, referring to what she’d told him a few days previously in the rose garden. “I doubt very much your mother, or even your father, would approve that vocabulary if they could know of it.”

Verity closed her mouth into a tight line. She glared at Jacob as she rose from her chair and rounded the end of the huge desk her aunt had had brought into her office next to the housekeeper’s rooms. “My education is not your business.”

“No. But I like it that you’ve had a rather eclectic upbringing. You are not boring. Ever.”

“It is not,” she said, “my purpose to entertain you.” At some level, she knew she lied and that knowledge made Verity still angrier. She hadn’t a notion why she should find this particular man, of all men, far more attractive than any other. That she did irked her. She’d no business wishing for his company, his conversation, his… Verity felt a blush rising up her chest and into her neck and blessed the fact she’d put on a dress that morning with a high collar and a ruffle of lace that framed her face. With any luck he’d not notice her blush…and, noticing, wonder why…

“Come,” he said, offering his arm.

Reluctantly, Verity laid the tips of her fingers on his wrist and walked beside him down the hall. Soon they approached the room where the family dined. She could think of nothing to say and the silence seemed overly loud to her. She glanced up and instantly faced forward. He was looking down at her, smiling at her, a look in his eyes she couldn’t interpret. It wasn’t the sort of look she’d occasionally seen in a man’s eyes. She wasn’t pretty enough or properly womanly enough to rouse lust in many men, but the occasional male had looked at her in a hot knowing way she disliked intensely—and that sort of heat wasn’t what she’d seen in that moment’s clash of glances.

She’d seen warmth—a warmth she didn’t understand. A warmth that must mean something. Verity told herself she didn’t wish to know what. But knowing she lied to herself, she dropped her hand to her side and stepped forward at a slightly faster pace.

Whatever that particular look meant, it was not relevant. She was Aunt Jenna’s niece and she must not forget it. Jacob Moorhead would never feel for her what she wanted a man to feel for her—or if he did, he’d suggest a relationship she would never accept for any reason at all. Even if she were starving, she’d not become a man’s mistress…

“Aunt Mary, you asked to see me?” she said briskly as she entered the room.

Jacob paused in the doorway, saw Mary shake her head at him and backed away. But, despicable as he knew it to be, wanting to hear what was said, he didn’t close the door. He leaned against the wall, his arms crossed and a frown creasing his forehead. Eavesdropping was not something of which he approved. Still…

“Sit down, Verity.”

Verity obeyed, but on the edge of her chair with her hands folded in her lap and an air about her of one who would be off again at any moment.

Mary motioned to the footman to fill a plate and bring it to her niece. Then she looked at the young woman. “Oh, do relax.” Mary’s mouth compressed. “There is nothing urgent calling for your attention and what I have to say will take more than an instant.”

Verity grimaced, slid an inch back on the chair and refused to even look at the food set before her. She kept her eyes on her aunt.

After a thoughtful moment, Mary dismissed the footman. When he’d gone, she said, “I very much dislike this pretense to servitude. You have adopted an attitude that is as false as it is absurd. It is more than time you stopped playing games.”

Verity’s mouth thinned to match Mary’s. “I have no notion what you mean. Pretense?”

“This pretense, my dear, that you are not your grandfather’s granddaughter.”

“From his point of view, I’m no better than a by-blow,” muttered Verity.

Mary’s mouth opened. She blinked and closed it and then tried again. “Did you say what I think you said?” she asked, a laugh trembling through the words.

“Very likely. This is not a subject I wish to discuss.”

The laughter faded instantly. “It is one we will nevertheless deal with and now. Sit properly.”

Verity sat back but obviously unhappily, angrily and unwillingly.

“You are a legitimate offspring of this house, Verity. Pretending you are not is insulting to everyone who knows you.”

Verity blinked. “I am the legitimate offspring of a maid from this household.”

Mary harrumphed. “True.” The two women glared at each other. Then, with a seeming change of subject, Mary asked, “Do you wish your Aunt Jenna’s death on your hands?”

“You know I do not.” Verity, the change throwing her off guard, straightened her already rigid spine. “What can you mean?”

“Do you think she has no wish that you take your proper place here? That you cease playing at being a servant? That you do whatever is necessary to introduce yourself to the neighborhood society and become one of them?”

“I am the penniless orphan of a disinherited—”

“Wrong. Penniless perhaps, but your father was not disinherited. Your grandfather, as I know you know, reinstated him as his heir.”

“But my mother was never accepted as his wife,” said Verity stubbornly.

“Do you have any notion just how much you sound like my father?”

Verity jerked back. Her eyes widened. “Nonsense.”

“Just as stubborn. Just as determined to never ever change your mind about anything, never to give a single inch! Compromise. You think it a nasty word, do you not? Just like your grandfather.”

Verity bit her lip, chagrined at the notion she might be anything like the man she despised as a hardhearted blackguard.

“He is dead, Verity.”

In the hall, a whisper reached Jacob’s ear, a muttered, Well…sort of dead.

“You cannot harm him by continuing to flout him. You harm only yourself.”

Verity looked away, glanced back at her aunt’s determined expression and then sighed. She relaxed slightly. “You are correct, of course. In part, at least. But I’ve held a grudge against him for so long I don’t know if I can change.”

“Your mother was happy, Verity. All those years she and your father had together, they were happy.”

Verity once again looked away. “Very happy.”

“Then why are you concerned about something that never happened? Yes, your grandfather refused to accept her, but he regretted that later. He missed out on so much he’d have enjoyed. His grandchildren, for instance.”

“He liked my sister.” Verity grimaced. “My sister toadied to him.”

“He may have liked her, but he admires you—admired, I mean.”

“Why do you and my aunt keep pretending he’s not here?” asked Verity.

“Jenna has told me she… But for me he is gone,” said Mary, a depth of sadness to be heard. “I suppose I thought he’d live forever and cannot accept he’s dead.”

Verity laughed but there was no humor in it. “Dead and buried…but still discussing me with my aunt and Mr. Moorhead.” She sighed when Mary merely arched her brows. “If he has something to say, I wish he’d say it to me.”

“I’ve never heard him speak, Verity. If he is haunting this house, he hasn’t wanted to speak to me.”

In the hall, the voice, speaking in Jacob’s ear, said, I’ve tried. The both of them are deaf to me.

“There is another thing, Verity. It is also time you stopped treating Jacob as a pariah.”

Verity gasped. “I have done no such thing.”

“You certainly don’t treat him as a cousin.”

“He is—”

Again she was interrupted. “He is owner of this property, or will be once the year is up, and you are his guest and should begin acting as such. As Jenna already accepts. Once again, do you want what is best for Jenna or do you not?”

Verity sighed. “Of course I do. And if it is a condition that I treat him with courtesy so that she may be treated with courtesy—”

“Verity!”

“Aunt, do not demand the impossible.”

Jacob, sighing softly, shook his head. He pushed away from the wall, moved away.

“There is still another thing,” said Mary after a moment in which the two glared at each other.

“Yes?”

“We need to hire a housekeeper for Jacob.”

“Emma…”

“Is, as both you and Jenna admit, incapable of taking over. What is more, she doesn’t wish it. I’ve asked her.”

A muscle twitched in Verity’s jaw. “Aunt Mary, I know nothing about hiring help here in England. If it is left up to me, I will tell Reading he is to do it and leave it at that.”

Mary smiled. “I think I can do a trifle better. You and I will take a little jaunt into York and interview such women as are available for the position.”

Verity frowned. After a moment and diffidently, she asked, “Should you go?”

Mary didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “I do not allow myself to be frightened of bogies to the point I cannot live a reasonably normal life. Rube will see to organizing it.”

Verity hesitated and then nodded. “So we go…when?”

“I believe if we leave Thursday, we can have all of Friday and Saturday to deal with business. We’ll attend services at the Minster on Sunday and return early Monday.”

Verity shook her head, a slight sharp shake.

“What is wrong?”

“You would be gone four days?”

“You are worrying about Jenna, but she is much better, you know. One huge worry is off her mind now I’ve come to chaperon you. Yesterday she sat up on the chaise lounge for an hour and will for still longer today. She will get stronger every day, Verity. She no longer needs you hovering over her.”

Verity looked into the distance. “I should like to attend services at the Minster, Aunt.”

“Good. Now,” said Mary as she rose to her feet, “I must talk to Rube.”

* * * * *
 

“She is found.” The slave looked at the wall above his master’s head, wondering if the words would penetrate the drug-befogged mind.

“Found?” A sudden flurry of movement and the master, panting at the exertion required, sat up. “Found.”

“I have set spies to watch her.”

“Where?”

“In the north.”

“Her father’s estate. As I said.”

The slave, instantly kneeling, offered obeisance. “Oh, perfect master,” he said in their own language.

“Bah. On your feet. That missive…” He referred to a messenger who had arrived the night before. “Word has come. The king grows impatient. There are new orders. She is to be taken, brought to him. And quickly. The messenger said he’s not well. You will see to it.” He collapsed back against his pillows, the surge of energy exhausted.

“I hear and obey,” said the slave. “I will send—”

“You will go north.” The words were spoken so softly the slave bent nearer, fearing he’d miss something. “You will see to it yourself. You must hurry.”

“But…leave you?” asked the slave, frightened. His master was, he feared, very near death.

“Capture her. Escort her to our king.” The man’s eyes closed. “You. You must do it. I am done…” He sighed and fell into a doze, exhausted after only that small amount of exertion.

“But who will see to you?” whispered the slave.

The heavy lids lifted. “It will soon be unnecessary for anyone to see to me.” With effort he searched the folds of his gown…and pulled out an envelope. “My end is near. I would have it so. You will discharge the servants, close up these rooms—”

“Leave you alone?”

“Take the strongbox,” said the opium-eater, ignoring the slave’s words, “and anything else of value. You will travel north. I know you will not fail our king.” He breathed rather heavily for a moment and continued. “You have been a good slave.” He handed over the envelope, “This is your freedom. Once you’ve escorted the lady prisoner to the king…then join your family. Be happy.”

The slave fell to his knees. “My…freedom?” The words were on a breath of sound. A quick look up saw that his master was deep in that odd sleep that was neither restful nor deep. He knew of my family?

The slave’s eyes widened. Slaves were not allowed a family…and his master had ignored it? Tears ran down his face. He vowed he’d capture the woman, take her to the king…and he and his family and his children’s families would honor his master’s generosity down the generations.

He backed silently from the room and hurried to his own. There, because it never did to take anything for granted, he opened the envelope and read the words the heavy cream-laid paper held. It was indeed his freedom and, carefully, he hid it away where he’d not lose it. Then he did what was needed to close the rooms. Once done with that, he ordered a post chaise, packed, took a final look at his master who lay as one dead already, and, reluctantly obeying his last orders, locked the door and left for the last time.

* * * * *
 

Jacob found Verity in her aunt’s office talking to Reading, giving orders for the staff for those days she and Mary would be gone. He leaned against the wall nearby and listened. When she finished, the butler nodded. He turned toward Jacob with an inquiring glance, which resulted in a shake of the head, and left.

Verity, sensing his presence, swung around. “You.”

Jacob sighed. “I didn’t mean to startle you. I don’t think I was particularly silent when I arrived. But I didn’t wish to interrupt so I waited.”

Her lips compressed but she turned away without saying any of the things on the tip of her tongue. “What can I do for you?” she asked, turning back.

“I wished to tell you I’ve sent a message to a friend who lives just this side of York. He will expect you, Mary, Mary’s maid and Rube sometime tomorrow. He’ll put you up for the days you are gone. It will be safer than a hotel.” When Verity opened her mouth, he feared she meant to object so quickly added, “Rube agrees.”

“I was merely going to say that that was a good thought,” she said with obviously false meekness.

He chuckled. “Were you indeed? I am properly rolled up and must withdraw in disarray, must I not?” But he didn’t. “I’ve also hired outriders who will attend you whenever you are in the coach. From here to Lord Ranald’s estate and back, and each time you go into York they will protect you.”

“And Prince Rube?”

“He too will watch over you, but you must remember that his interest is primarily in Cousin Mary’s safety. The men I’ve hired will watch out for the both of you.”

“I cannot believe the prince would allow any disaster to befall me,” said Verity.

Jacob smiled a rather cynical smile. “If he was forced to make a choice between saving Mary and saving you, my dear, who do you think he’d choose to save?”

She didn’t hesitate. “Mary.”

“My interest is in saving you, my dear, so cease arguing, will you?”

She glared and he laughed.

Jacob sobered. “I wonder if it was the desire to protect or the endearment that brought on that scowl,” he murmured just loudly enough she could not avoid hearing. Before she could respond, he jumped to another topic. “Money. You will need funds for any of those little things you might wish to purchase or which must be purchased for Jenna-mine. Do not allow her to talk you into dipping into her savings, Verity,” he added in a warning tone as he dropped a bulging purse onto the desk.

Verity stared at it.

“It won’t bite,” he said softly.

“I cannot allow you to give me money,” she said, pride stiffening both her spine and putting steel into her voice.

“You can allow me to pay the wages you’ve earned,” he countered. She glanced up and his gaze caught and held her. “You will admit you have earned it, will you not?”

“Not that much.” She flicked the purse with one finger.

“I know she is your aunt and you love her, Verity, but I also know how you slaved to nurse her back to health. She is a person very dear to me as well and I would show my appreciation for all your hard work. One cannot put a price on such things. What is in that purse is very little compared to what I feel I owe you.”

Verity bit her lip. She felt the sincerity in that and it was true there were things she needed to buy. “You…are too good,” she said, taking the purse and putting it into a side pocket sewn into her skirt. “I will keep an accounting for you.”

“You’ll do no such thing,” he retorted.

“Now you scowl. Why?”

“You would insult me.”

“Because I assume you wish to know how your money is spent?”

“Because you do not accept that it is your money to do with as you wish.”

“I could give it to the first beggar I see?” she asked pertly, using her tart tongue to cover the embarrassment she felt.

“If you will,” he said, his tone disinterested. “It is yours.”

She’d not meant to insult him. Why she’d made the stupid comment at all she couldn’t tell. “Don’t be angry. I didn’t mean…” Her voice trailed off.

“You did, but I will assume that is an apology and accept it. Can you be ready to depart soon after dawn tomorrow?”

The possibility for an argument hovered briefly and then she once again turned aside. “Yes,” she said. “I’ve only to pack a bandbox for so few days.”

“At least two boxes,” he said in a tone denoting either surprise or warning or, perhaps, both. “You’ll need evening gowns, for instance. Ranald’s mother, Lady Scott, prefers to dine more formally than we do here.”

Verity cast him a quick glance. “Her ladyship will find what I own out-of-date and very likely too Continental for her taste.”

“Mary will explain if explanation is necessary. You’ll ignore any hints she finds you an oddity, giving her a blank stare of incomprehension.”

Verity couldn’t keep back the snort of laughter his tone evoked. “Oh yes. High-nosed and without understanding. Perhaps I could pretend I speak very little English and use Italian instead.”

“Not the Italian I’ve heard from you!”

She blinked, realized that most of what she’d said in his presence had involved swearwords. No gently bred lady should know such words, let alone voice them. She raised a hand to cover her mouth, her eyes twinkling. “You think not?” she asked when she could control herself.

“Perhaps it would not matter,” he retorted. “After all, Lady Scott is unlikely to know what it is you’ve said.”

“Some words translate fairly easily.”

“Some do. You’ll avoid those?”

“I’ll do my best,” she said, straight-faced.

“Maybe, after all, you’d better speak English. I’ve rarely heard you swear in English.” He settled one hip on the desk and half turned toward her. “Verity, on a more sober note, it will not do to set up Lady Scott’s back. She can do a great deal for you. Because you will be with Lady Mary and under her protection and because you are Mary’s brother’s daughter, she will have a kindness for you. Everyone who knew him liked your father. They were sorry when my granduncle disinherited him and pleased when he was reinstated. They were not pleased that he and his family didn’t return to take up residence here.”

“How do you know all this?”

“I may not have visited this area for half a decade or more, but there are old friends from around and about who spend the spring season in London. I have kept in touch.”

“Jacob…”

“Yes?” Jacob hid his surprise at the use of his name—not that he would object. He much preferred it to Mr. Moorhead on her tongue.

She hesitated and then rushed on. “Jacob, do you dislike giving up all your pleasures in London and coming here?”

“I only wish,” he said, “that I’d given them up sooner and not taken so long returning. I am not quite certain why I got out of the habit.” He frowned. Then shook his head. Then sighed. “Whatever it was, I cannot change the past.” He looked at her. “Did I tell you today that you are looking very well?”

She blinked. “No.”

“Well, you are. I think you’ve accepted that Jenna-mine is recovering nicely and have stopped fretting about her. Rest and lack of worry have done much to bring back your looks and improve your temper.” He flashed a quick grin.

“Oohh…” she growled.

He adopted an innocent look. “Or perhaps I was wrong about the temper?”

She laughed. “You are enough to make a saint angry. I really don’t know why it is but you rouse my temper more easily than anyone else I can think of. Except my sister perhaps. But…”

That sadness he hated seeing in her eyes returned.

“She is no longer alive so I guess you do hold that place of distinction.”

“I am glad you were not with them on that disastrous journey, Verity.”

She looked up quickly, saw that he meant it and nodded. “Most of the time I too am glad. At others…I feel guilty.”

“It would have changed nothing for you too to have died.”

“No, but somehow, being alive when they are not…”

He nodded. “You feel guilty. Don’t. I am certain they would not want it.”

She nodded again.

When he was certain she’d say nothing, he straightened away from the desk and headed for the door. Just before he exited, he turned. “I’ll miss you while you are gone,” he said.

Before she could respond to that, one way or another, he disappeared. Verity didn’t like admitting it but she knew she’d miss him too. And it was so wrong. She should not be feeling…what she was feeling. There was no future in it. She sighed, looked down at the list she’d made and seeing that her packing was all that remained, she requested that a footman fetch a small trunk or two large bandboxes and then went to her room.








Chapter Eight

 

The carriage pulled away from the front door and Verity, sitting on the edge of her seat, looked back for so long as she could see Jacob standing there, watching them, his face expressionless. Why, she wondered, do I care what he thinks of me? Why do I persist in stupid dreams of what might be when I know they cannot be? “What, Aunt Mary? I was in a fog, wondering if Aunt Jenna would be all right, whether I should leave her…”

“Or if you should leave Jacob?”

Verity heard a smile in her aunt’s voice. “That too. I cannot believe he’ll manage to fill the conditions of the will if someone isn’t there to keep an eye on him. From all I’ve heard of him, he’s proved himself too wild, too heedless, too sunk in all forms of depravity, to ever be satisfied with the life of a country squire. Someone should watch him, see he behaves himself.”

“I won’t say you are wrong, except in the notion that he was sunk beyond reform. He spent many long vacations here and loved every moment of them. You didn’t know him then of course and I was only home on one occasion, but I remember how happy he was, how good a companion, with the ability to jolly even my father from the grumps. I think the rot set in when he went up to Oxford. Then when he went down and was on the town…well, some things, which, as a green lad he’d enjoyed, grew into no more than bad habits. Very bad habits,” added Mary, her voice dry. “But merely habits. I think returning to High Moor Hall has jerked him from the…the rut in which he was stuck. Like finally turning a wheel that rolls along straight ahead even when you wish it to turn into a new lane and the horse is forced to drag it around.”

“Habit.”

Mary cast her a roguish look. “Like your very bad habit of thinking yourself less than adequate to take your proper place in society?”

Verity turned to stare out the window. “I do not think that is habit, Aunt Mary. Beyond the fact my mother was never accepted, there is also the fact of my very odd upbringing. I have not been schooled for a place among the ton. It is not habit, Aunt, but truth.”

“I have never found you lacking in proper polite forms or speaking in a manner that would be looked down upon. Those are the main bases for judging if someone is or is not of the ton.”

“I cannot draw to save me. I do not sing or play the pianoforte…”

“You cannot say you do not speak Italian, I think, and that is a skill many are taught but few actually learn well.”

“And,” Verity glared at her aunt, “although I speak three languages fluently and two more with some difficulty, I have no other talents proper to a young lady who would be introduced to society.”

“You are into your twenties, Verity. Your introduction would not be the same as that of a young girl barely out of the schoolroom. You would not be put on display, your talents held up to be judged. But enough of this. Time will prove me right and you wrong. Tell me instead, what sort of housekeeper you think would be proper for the Hall?”

They passed the time discussing that and various other housewifely topics, the steady sound of trotting hooves and the occasional glimpse of an outrider passing the window on one side of the coach or the other, kept them occupied until it was time to stop to rest the horses and, only incidentally, themselves. Rube stayed near Mary even when she strolled down the path behind the inn to the convenience set at the end of the garden.

Verity, observing this, realized for the first time just how seriously Rube took his self-imposed guardianship of her aunt. She wondered if it was actually necessary. It had, they both said, been some time since there had been an assault on Mary’s person. The tortured animals, the messages, as Rube called them, appeared from time to time, but no actual danger to Mary had occurred for months if not years. She wondered that her aunt could bear to have the man so close to her at all times, wondered if she didn’t yearn for privacy, time to herself when she need not be observed or confined by the affectionate care the foreign prince lavished on her.

 

“You are very thoughtful,” said Mary, as she held out her glass for more lemonade.

Verity shrugged. “I wonder how you bear it, that is all.”

“Bear it?”

“Being surrounded, always, by watchful men, constantly under surveillance, never ever simply alone to do as you wish.”

Mary smiled. “The alternative to what you call surveillance is worse.”

“Is it?”

Mary sobered. “You cannot know, Verity, and I hope you never find out. Believe me, I prefer to be watched rather than find myself in the hands of the madman who wishes me tortured and then dead.”

Verity frowned. “You are certain he still wishes it? So many years later?”

“It is getting on for three years. It could very well be another thirty, assuming he lives so long.” The serious expression faded and Mary grinned. “But another thirty and I am very likely to be dead of natural causes and then there would be no purpose in the madman pursuing his revenge.”

“But in the meantime you are cosseted and cared for and kept close.”

A sad look filled Mary’s blind-looking gaze into the corner of the room. “And unable to set off on another of my journeys into adventure.” She sighed. Then very obviously setting aside self-pity, she asked Verity if she meant to order new gowns while in York. “I know a very good modiste…or did. She may have retired by now.” She thought about it and shook her head. “No, it was not so very long ago and she was not at all elderly. I think we’ll find her still in business… But you frown?”

“I have clothes. There is nothing I need.”

“But there is. What you have is not only very Italianate but not at all up to the knocker, as they say. Perhaps a complete wardrobe—” She held up a hand when Verity opened her mouth to object. “And you will accept it as a gift from me. No, do not deny me the pleasure, Verity. I have no one on whom I may lavish gifts. Allow me the pleasure of seeing you gowned as you should be.”

Verity was left with nothing to say. Besides, somewhere in the back of her mind, a quiet little thought trickled into consciousness. What would Jacob think, seeing me dressed as Mary would dress me?

* * * * *
 

Jacob stared out the window at the rose garden where he’d once accosted Verity. He wished she were there again. Wished she were cutting flowers to replace those time had wilted, wished she were chatelaine of his home and heart…and wondered if there were any possibility she might come to love him as he was fast coming to love her… Not beautiful in any conventional way but nevertheless attractive. Intelligent. Loyal. Strong. Independent.

He grinned at that last. Her strong independence was something to be admired and, at the same time, regretted.

Then, his eyes widening, Jacob watched Jenna move out of the shrubbery where she’d obviously been taking mild exercise. He saw her laugh, turn a sparkling look to the side…and his heart paused in its beating. It was true then? The voice he heard was that of his granduncle? For a moment childish fears rocked him. Then, accepting, he opened the window, stepped over the sill and moved into the garden.

“Jenna-mine, may I join the two of you?”

Jenna blinked, cast a quick glance to the side and back to Jacob, and drew in a long breath. “He has told me you hear him.”

“I…hear…him—and you do too, do you not? Which,” Jacob added more briskly, “is something of a relief. I’ve wondered if I were losing my mind and in danger of inheriting a place in a bedlam rather than this estate.”

You think you can fill the conditions in order to inherit?

Jacob twitched, stiffened and then relaxed. He chuckled a wry chuckle. “Recognizing that I hear a ghost speaking doesn’t make it any easier to accept it when it happens,” he said. “But to answer the question, I don’t know why not. At the moment, I see no reason for leaving the estate even for a day, let alone a week—although I suppose that may change as the year advances. I freely admit I had forgotten how much I love this place,” he finished with a sweep of his arm.

Jenna reached out toward him even as he jerked his hand back to his breast and clutched it, a shocked look in his face. “Cold, isn’t he?” she said with a smile. “They say cold as the grave, but no one tells us how bitterly cold that is. Our one regret is that we may not touch each other. Still, I am blessed that I have his company, am I not?”

“I…touched him?”

Jenna nodded. “It doesn’t hurt him, but you ache with the cold, do you not?”

Jacob looked at his hand, back at Jenna, “Ache? It should be frostbitten the way that felt.”

I will do my best to be elsewhere when you are near. Or far enough you need not worry you’ll touch me.

“He has moved to the side and a bit behind me, if you cannot tell from his voice,” said Jenna. “Shall we continue my walk? I have exercised very nearly all I should for now, but I am determined that when my niece and Mary return, I’ll be back on my feet.”

“I am surprised to see you doing so much, Jenna-mine. The last I knew, you were still in your bed for most of the day.”

“So my niece and Mary believe. I have always thought that one recovers more quickly if one is up and about, so as soon as I dared I began taking a few steps beside the bed and later, I could pace back and forth. Now they are gone, I am not restricted to my room.”

“They refused you permission to leave it?” asked Jacob, smiling.

“They did and it seemed to disturb them so much that I gave into them. Or at least,” she said with a twinkle in her eye, “I pretended to do so.”

I no longer worry about you, my love, but I do worry about Mary. I have been around and about. There is a stranger staying in the old charcoal maker’s hut in the woods to the east.

“A stranger?”

He is from the south.

“A southern,” said Jenna in the local speech. “Why would such as he be staying in that hut? It is barely four walls and a roof, if I remember rightly. One unglazed window and a door warped almost beyond closing… Not a place one would choose to stay, I’d think.”

I will watch but I wonder if you, Jacob, should ride to meet the others when they return.

“To warn them someone is near who should not be.” Jacob nodded. “Now if I can only guess just when they’ll return!” He cast a searching glance around but of course could not see the ghost. “I don’t suppose you could give me a clue as to when they’ll start home?”

I will do what I can. I have visited Lady Scott in the past, of course, so I think I may go there.

“Oh dear…”

“What is it, Jenna? Have you done too much? Should I carry you back to your room?”

“What? Oh no, although I think we will return to the house now. It is that Mel, Lord Everston I mean, has disappeared.”

“You should continue to call him Mel as I suspect you have done for many years now. Now he is dead, surely the conventions do not apply?” teased Jacob and chuckled when Jenna blushed. “Perhaps he has gone to discover, if he can, when my cousins return.”

Jenna nodded. Suddenly, her love not there to cheer her, she reached for Jacob’s arm. “Perhaps,” she said, biting her lip, “I have overdone it a trifle?”

Jacob didn’t hesitate but swept her up in his arms and stalked off toward the house. “Where would you like to go, Jenna-mine? Up to your bed?”

“No, no,” she said, flustered. “You mustn’t carry me up steps. My old rooms perhaps?”

“Your old rooms are being turned out for the new housekeeper. I heard Mary order it before they left. Think of somewhere else.”

“The…sewing room perhaps? Across from the breakfast parlor,” she added, in case it was not a room with which he was familiar. “There is a comfortable chair in there in which I may rest.” She sighed at the necessity but knew she must, so didn’t complain when Jacob left her there.

Jacob returned outdoors. After a moment, he decided he should go chase the stranger away from the hut but before he could do more than head toward the stables for a horse, it occurred to him it might be better if the man stayed so they knew where to find him.

Besides, the cynical thought crossed his mind, let him suffer the crudities and discomforts of living in such a place. A just reward for anyone who spied on them.

Nevertheless, a ride seemed a good notion and Jacob rode out to where his land agent had informed him they meant to begin haying. He watched the men cutting the hay and piling it into a rick. Perhaps, he thought, I’ll take a scythe in hand for a bit, see if I can learn to swing it properly.

It was much later that afternoon when, tired and hungry, but perfectly content even knowing he’d ache in every muscle before the evening ended, Jacob returned to the house. He’d not only learned to handle a scythe but had spent the rest of the day alongside his men swinging it in the steady rhythm they taught him.

But, as he dismounted, a groan took him by surprise and he felt heat in his ears when his head groom cast him an odd look.

A bath, he thought. That long tub and lots of hot water…that will help even if George does disapprove.

George disapproved, but he added the herbs Jenna ordered and replaced the cooling water with more hot as time passed and, once Jacob finally removed himself from his soak, he gruffly told his master to lay down on his front. Hands well oiled, he gave Jacob a good rubdown, starting at his shoulders and working down to his feet.

“If I’d known you were skilled in this way,” mumbled Jacob partway through it, “I’d have demanded you give me a rubdown at least once a week just on general principle.” Half asleep already, he yawned, turned his head the other way and didn’t hear when George suggested he turn over.

George shrugged and moved away. He stared at the tub and thought of the buckets and buckets of water that must be returned downstairs. For a moment he looked longingly at the window, wishing he dared simply open it and toss out bucketful after bucketful. Then, accepting it would not do, he found a couple of footmen and, quietly, the three of them emptied the bath, wiped it dry and returned it to the closet where it was stored until someone wished it.

And while he did that, Jacob, in that half awake, half dreaming state of the totally relaxed, wondered if a bathing room might be installed at High Moor and if so, just where to put it and how much would it cost… He recalled reading about Roman baths, somehow heated and large enough more than one could bathe at the same time. Such luxury that would be, he mused. And he wondered what Verity’s thoughts were concerning the healthfulness of frequent bathing. And his mind wandered to the delights of bathing with her…and then he did sleep and did dream.

But they were dreams he’d tell no one. Never. Much too erotic for discussion, even with one’s most intimate cronies. Especially with one’s cronies, given they involved Verity…

* * * * *
 

Melissa stared idly out the window of the ancient post chaise. In the end Lord Everston had refused his carriage and given her barely enough funds to hire transport north, but had forgotten, didn’t know or didn’t care that women were taken advantage of, that what might have done for him was inadequate for her. This decrepit vehicle and a pair were all she could hire at the last posthouse. The only thing available…or all they would give her.

She hated traveling without an escort. She ground her teeth, but softly. She’d broken the corner off a back tooth only a week ago when angry and didn’t wish to do anything of the sort again. Her tongue found the rough spot. Again. Now, having thought of it, she’d not be able to stop herself and her tongue would soon be raw.

Blast the skinflint who sent her on this endless journey into the wilds of the north, where heaven only knew what awaited her! The new Lord Everston would suffer for his miserly ways. She’d find a means. Somehow he’d pay for his treatment of her…

A loud crack, a swearword she’d never before heard and—

Her hands flew up but she couldn’t save herself. She fell forward and to the side. For a moment, half stunned, she lay there, her face pressed into the musty-smelling cushions forming the corner. Her bonnet was pushed back, the bow under her chin choking her. Turning, she leaned against what should have been the seat behind the horses plodding along the badly rutted road. She tugged at the ribbons. Another moment and she drew in a deep breath, straightened her bonnet—swearing still more viciously when she found the brim broken—and then, with effort, cracked open the door beside her. A hedge held it mostly closed so she glanced up the awkward slant to the other door.

Outside she heard the driver’s deep country voice making soothing noises to the pair drawing the carriage. A stamped hoof, more caressing words… But, thought Melissa, not a single thought for his passenger. She yelled for his immediate aid. The voice stilled and then approached.

“Ye not dead then, madam?” The upper door opened and fell back and his grizzled head appeared. “Ah. Good. Ye were not hurt. Give me your hands then,” he said in the slow placid tones that had soothed any tendency his horses might have had to panic.

Melissa was not about to panic but she was angry and growing angrier by the minute. “Where are we? What happened?”

“Axle snapped in that rut, ye ken.” He thrust his chin toward the deep groove. “We be miles yet from the next inn.”

“And?”

“And?” he asked, frowning.

“What do you mean to do?”

He blinked. “Do.”

She stamped her foot. “I am stranded in the middle of nowhere. Do something.”

He chewed on his lip, the frown deepening. “Happen, I could put you up on old Sorry’s back and lead you to the next inn?”

“Happen you could, but not only does it sound uncomfortable, it sounds as if you are not completely certain that sorry creature would carry me.”

“Sorry’s the animal’s name,” said the coachman, reproachfully.

“I am not sorry to hear it. Sorry appears to be fittingly named.” She crossed her arms and glared.

Realizing the woman would not be soothed so easily as his horses, the driver looked around, noticed a chimney with a wisp of smoke drifting up into the windless sky. The house itself was hidden by a rise of ground and a spinney. He pointed. “Mayhap they’ve a gig I could borrow to drive you to the inn?”

“Mayhap they do.”

He didn’t move.

“And,” she added waspishly, “mayhap you could go ask before it becomes too dark to do anything at all.”

The driver gave a start, looked around and, sliding into the shallow ditch and up the other side, he forced a way through the hedge. Before Melissa could think to ask him to restore her inside the coach where she’d be protected from the rather nasty wind and, incidentally, hidden from anyone who happened to drive by, he was gone.

 

She had struggled back into her broken carriage. Now she leaned toward the window for a look at the man descending from the chaise that pulled up before her own wretched vehicle. Her eyes widened and her lower lip curled in between her small pearly teeth. “Lester…” she whispered. “It is Lester…”

The driver, who had returned and told her help was on the way, had managed to set the carriage up so that it no longer leaned at such a very odd angle. It wobbled, however, when the gentleman opened her door. He stared. Then, a bitter laugh escaping him, he shook his head. “You,” he said.

She swallowed. “Lester…” she whispered.

“Nemesis. One cannot escape nemesis, can one?” he asked, falsely pleasant.

Melissa’s lapse into old dreams of the might-have-beens abruptly vanished. Her nose rose ever-so slightly into the air.

“It would have to be you,” he said on a sigh.

“It wasn’t my fault.”

He didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “Was it not? A coward never thinks herself at fault,” he said and then sighed. “Well, come along. You cannot stay here. The nights are too cold.”

“You’d leave me here if they were not,” she said, half serious and half teasing. The shock had faded. How long was it since she’d last seen the man who had been her first and only love? A man who obviously no longer loved her…

Even so, her mind turned to how she might take advantage of this unexpected meeting.

“Yes,” he said, drawing her attention, her gaze meeting the cold look in his eyes for the first time. “Yes,” he repeated. “If it were warm enough, I might leave you as you left me. But it is too cold for such revenge, so come along. My dinner was about to be served and will be ruined if you dawdle as you are doing.” He held out an imperious hand and, again feeling shock, this time at his tone, Melissa set hers within it.

And felt a different sort of shock that pulled her gaze to meet his. Melissa relaxed slightly when she realized he’d felt it too.

* * * * *
 

Melissa, seated at the end of a long table, stared at the huge epergne that hid her host from view. She shifted to one side, peered around it… Still she could not see him. She cleared her throat. Instantly, a footman was at her side, pouring wine into her partially full glass. She murmured a thank-you, an absentminded courtesy, but one that did her no harm in the footman’s eyes. Suddenly making a decision, she rose to her feet. “I would sit down there,” she said to him and walked the length of the table until she reached the man toward whom her curiosity—to say nothing of the corner of her heart in which the memory of him lived—drove her.

She stared down at him, a half pleading, half defiant look.

His eyes narrowed and then, looking beyond her, he nodded. The footman moved her silver and glasses and pulled out the chair.

Melissa sat. “It was not my fault,” she said, catching and holding his gaze.

“Was it not? I have a great deal of trouble believing that, given the letter I received in your place.” He spoke in a cold voice, his eyes hooded.

“Letter… I wrote no letter.”

“No. Not a word. It was from your father and couched in such terms that, if a generation had not separated us, would have led to challenge and a duel.”

“I know of no letter. I was locked into my room. When food was brought me, John attended my maid. You remember my brother? He never liked me. He was always spying on me, carrying tales to my parents always couched in the worst possible light. John, no matter how I begged, would not help me.”

“You needn’t have married that man.”

“Need I not? I should have starved myself to death instead?”

“It would not have come to that.”

Melissa opened her mouth for another sharp retort and then closed it. “I was seventeen, Lester. I believed him when my father said I could stay there and rot if I did not do as commanded.”

“You still need not have wed the man. All you needed to do was refuse to say your vows. Nothing could have been done if you’d only stayed true and refused. But you didn’t…” He frowned. “Why do you stare so?”

“Refuse? Stand before a priest at an altar with the congregation staring at me and refuse?”

Lester tipped his head. “And only seventeen,” he muttered and nodded. “Yes…I see how that might have been difficult.”

“Impossible.”

His mouth firmed. “Oh no. Not impossible.”

“There was another solution,” said Melissa slowly, her eyes narrowed in turn. She lifted her wineglass and stared at it. “You might have come to the church. You might have objected, informing the priest there was a prior commitment, that I was not free to wed that monster.”

“Our decision to wed was informal, Melissa. I’d never obtained approval from your father. You were underage. You will recall that our only hope was to wait until you came of age…or to elope. You were too cowardly to elope even though you’d pretended to agree to it.”

“I was not. I tried. John suspected. He watched me. He caught me when I tried to escape the house secretly to come to you. He returned me to my father, told him what we planned—and how did he know that?” She frowned, trying to figure it out, but then shook her head and continued. “My father slapped me. Hard.” Her hand rose to her cheek in memory. “Then they locked me up.”

He stared at her. Gradually Lester relaxed and sat back in his chair, an elbow on the wooden arm, his wineglass cradled between fingers and thumb. “I have spent many years angry with you, Melissa. Angry with your father. Angry,” he said with just a touch of black humor, “with the world.”

“I was told you left the country. I was told you went to India.”

“I did.” He gestured around the richly appointed room. “And finally I came back…oh, not a nabob, but quite comfortably wealthy.”

She stared at him, her lip between her teeth. “I envy you,” she said softly.

He blinked. “Envy?”

“You are a man. You could go seek your fortune, find it, return to live the life you choose to live. I haven’t that freedom.”

“From all I’ve heard,” he said, the caustic note back, “you’ve led your life pretty freely.”

Melissa didn’t pretend to misunderstand him. Her spine stiffened. Her features took on a harshly rigid stoniness. “I was married to a hateful old man who, having got what he wanted, no longer cared if I lived or died—except when he wanted—” She broke that off, her face a mask of pain. Finally she took a deep breath. “And then he grew ill and it was worse. He beat me because he could not—” Again she stopped short of telling what she’d suffered at her husband’s hands. She turned her head away. And then, defiant, turned back. “So I found some pleasure, some affection such as it was, elsewhere. Why was that so bad of me?”

“You took vows, Melissa.”

“Not in my heart.” Her voice rose, became shrill. “In my heart I was screaming at God that I lied, that I didn’t mean it, that, forced to say the words, they couldn’t possibly count!”

He stared at her for a long moment, his expression blank. “You are tired. When you’ve finished dining, you will be shown the way to your room. I will talk to you again in the morning.” He rose, bowed ever-so slightly, and stalked through the hastily opened door.

Melissa slumped, staring after him. When the footman, hesitantly, came to her side and offered the sweet course, she hid her embarrassment that the servant had overheard them by turning her gaze onto the tray. The various tarts, tiny fairy cakes and other sweets turned her stomach. Sweets lover that she was, she still could not face a single bite. She shook her head and the tray was withdrawn. Melissa didn’t move for a long moment. Then she reached for her wine, took a sip—or tried to—found the glass empty and held it up to be filled.

It was more than an hour later when, with help, she wove her way to the bedroom in which she was to sleep.








Chapter Nine

 

They had attended services that morning but that was the last Melissa had seen of Lester. Now she glanced hopefully at the salon door when, after a brief knock, it opened. She was disappointed. “Well?” she asked the servant.

The footman bowed. “My master requests the pleasure of your company in the library, Mrs. Rumford. I will show you the way.”

Melissa, her heart beating faster, rose to her feet. One hand went to her hair, the other to straighten her skirts. She wondered if she should demand she be taken to her room to freshen up before going to Lester… But then, remembering his barely suppressed anger, his disinclination to believe her, she felt herself slump with dejection. Her pride rose and she straightened. “I am ready.”

The footman bowed again and turned, holding the door for her. She departed from the comfortable salon and waited for the door to close and the footman to step out in the right direction. The house was not overly large but well laid out. She suspected she knew the way even though she’d never before been there. Still, docilely, she followed.

“Good morning,” she said with a smile upon entering the library. The smile faded as she looked around and saw that Lester was not before her. She stood still for a moment and then started for a chair near the fireplace—but halfway there, shifted direction and headed toward the windows looking out over the gardens at the side of the house. They were not well laid out and, for a long moment, she made plans for changes that would improve them…and then told herself she was a fool for dreaming. Lester would not forgive her. He would not, once again, ask her to wed him.

And why should he? She was…what she was. The new Lord Everston had called her a whore. The name wasn’t exactly accurate. She didn’t take money from the men who shared her bed. But she hadn’t exactly taken them there for the love of them either. She sighed. Perhaps she should have accepted her fate, should have played the role of proper wife to the mean creature to whom she’d been married out of hand.

Melissa’s mouth drooped, a sadness coming into her eyes. Life, she thought, is not worth the bother. The door opened and she turned, expectant, hopeful, wondering…

“Your carriage, such as it is, has been pulled into the nearest carriage maker,” said Lester. “Being Sunday, I don’t expect it to be repaired today. Is your journey north desperate? Should I supply you with transport so you may go on your way immediately?”

“My journey is not…desperate,” said Melissa, thinking quickly. “There is no rush for me to reach my…destination…immediately.”

“High Moor Hall,” he said, nodding. “I understand it has been left to Jacob Moorhead. You are joining your lover there?” he asked, swinging his quizzing glass from the end of its ribbon.

“My former lover…” She hung her head. “He said goodbye when he went north.”

“You appear to have little luck with the men you choose, Melissa.”

She turned away. “I have little luck. Period. End of sentence.”

He laughed a sour laugh. “We are alike in that respect. I wonder how we are otherwise alike.”

She turned back, a faint frown creasing her brow. “Alike?”

“You and I. Once I thought we were soul mates. I was disillusioned in that belief of course. You’d have found some way of coming to me if we’d been so well matched as I’d thought.”

“I told you—”

“Yes. And young girls are not raised to know they have a choice when it comes to wedding a man they cannot like. I have remembered that in the long reaches of the night while I studied your story from one end to the other, over and over, and wondered how much of it was true.”

“He was a monster, Lester. You do not know…” She bit her lip and turned away.

“I suspect I do know,” he said gently. “I had him investigated. After I returned from India I retired here to the estate my godfather left me, but I learned what sort of slavery you were sold into. It is only recently I have occasionally ventured into society and only recently I’ve learned of how you…rebelled?”

She nodded, accepting the word.

“Rebelled against what he’d demanded of you. Not the best choice you could have made perhaps, but very likely the only one an innocent thrown into London society with no one to guide her could manage.”

“You do understand?” She cast him a hopeful look.

He laughed that sour laugh again. “Understanding doesn’t mean I approve, Melissa. Or that I accept. But I can, perhaps, play the gentleman while you are here and pretend you are a guest I’ve chosen to entertain.”

She turned on her heel and stared out the window.

He watched her rigid spine, watched it gradually relax, but perhaps a bit too much, and then saw her stiffen it back into proper posture. With mixed emotions, he watched her turn to face him.

“Then it behooves me to act like the guest you would have chosen to entertain, does it not?” she asked, her smile falsely bright. “Tell me, what is there in this benighted part of the world that one might find worthy of a visit? Ruins? A particularly fine view? Perhaps a village not totally unworthy of one’s time?” She stepped nearer. “Or would you play cards? Chess? Billiards? Or we might ride? I haven’t ridden for a long time now, but I don’t believe it is something one forgets.”

His smile hardened. “You have not mentioned one thing we might do…”

His suggestive tone wiped all expression from her face. “No. I did not, did I?” she asked, not pretending to misunderstand him. “There is that too, if that is what you want,” she said tonelessly, her gaze off somewhere to the side of him.

He chuckled. “You would be the perfect guest, I see, falling in with your host’s wishes in all things. Well, it is a fine day and I think your suggestion we ride would please us both. We can combine our ride with visiting the nearby ruins of an ancient castle. There isn’t much left but it is on higher ground with a lovely view. I am told it is an excellent site for a picnic so I will have saddlebags packed. You did, I assume, pack a habit?”

“It is old but I do not think I have changed shape to the point it will not fit.” She turned toward the door. “At what time would you care to leave?” she asked and, when those details were settled, she exited, hesitated only a moment and then went directly to her room where she found a maid had not only laid out her old dark green habit but had sponged and pressed it. It looked better than she expected!

Her eyes widened. He had expected her to agree to his plan! But what if he did? She walked to her window, her mind running ‘round and ‘round the things he had said to her. The insults. The understanding. The mixed cues she’d received from him. What did it all mean?

She sighed. What, after all, could it mean? He and she had changed so much, she feared that there could no longer be a meeting of minds as there once had been.

Oh, but if only there could be…if only one could go back…

* * * * *
 

The next day, Melissa turned her head and watched Lester as he passed the coach. When it was discovered that far more than a broken axle must be repaired and the driver would not agree to the work until the owner agreed to the cost, it was decided that Lester would escort her to High Moor, where, she hoped, he might stay for a few days. She’d not told him why she must go there and, at this point, she wasn’t at all certain she’d keep to her original intention to lure Jacob away. All the tearing young emotions of her first love had been roused by the ride and picnic she’d shared yesterday with Lester. All the longings and hopes and fears…

She looked out the other side of the carriage and, blurred by the distance, saw the towers of York Minster. Their route, it seemed, meandered a trifle farther north than she’d have thought necessary from what she remembered of the map she’d bought. But then the carriage slowed, so perhaps it was time to turn west? She hoped so. Lester had refused to ride with her, saying he preferred horseback to jouncing along in a carriage, so, as usual, she was alone…and lonely.

Melissa’s gaze settled, blindly, on the cushions across from her. She knew people who didn’t seem to mind being alone but had never understood it. She had never liked it, was always conscious of irritation and impatience and a need for distraction. She’d had far too much solitude since her aged husband took to his bed for the last weeks of his life. His death, she’d assumed, would result in some company, courtesy visits if nothing else…but it had not.

Melissa wondered how people bore it. Very much more and she’d have gone running through the streets shrieking. That, even more than her financial difficulties, had weighed in the balance when she made her decision to go north. Even if Jacob could not be lured back into her net, she’d not be alone.

Lester rode past the carriage and Melissa’s thoughts returned to him. He’s changed, she thought. There is a cynicism. And that subtle nastiness so often phrased in the form of a compliment, which one only belatedly realizes is an insult. She sighed. When she’d first seen him descending from the carriage in which he’d ridden to her rescue, her heart had given such a lurch.

And then his tone when he saw it was me. He hates me…

Melissa stared at Lester’s back. If only we could go back, could return to what was, could pretend the years between didn’t happen. But they had and there was no pretending otherwise.

Lester was lost to her.

Jacob, she scolded herself. I must concentrate on Jacob.

* * * * *
 

Listening to the new housekeeper, Mrs. Brownley, snoring contentedly with her head against the cushioned coach slabs, Verity eyed the countryside with something approaching distaste. “It is so boring,” she said when Mary asked about her expression.

“Boring?” Mary thought about it. “I suppose someone not raised here cannot see the subtleties that make it one of the more beautiful places in the world.”

“The Alps…”

“Oh yes. But they too can be boring.” Mary lifted her hand and raised and lowered it. “Up and down. Up and down. So very tiring.”

Verity chuckled. “Yes, but it is the lack of ups and downs I’m complaining about here. I think we need to agree to disagr—” Her words broke off abruptly as a gunshot sounded. Then another.

Mrs. Brownley’s eyes popped open and she shrieked. Mary grabbed Verity behind her neck, pushed her down between the seats, falling down on top of her. A third gunshot and the carriage pulled to a stop.

Verity felt Mary scrabbling for something, heard her say “thank you”, felt a cool draft as the door was pulled open…and still another shot, this one very close, very loud. She heard Rube swear, felt Mary push up and, almost in her face, a gun went off.

Mary rose to her feet and after one look at Rube also began to swear. Verity rather admired her fluency, recognized four languages, guessed at two more and suspected there were unknowns of which she’d never even heard. She watched Mary pull out a hidden drawer fitted into the squabs and, without thinking, accepted the pistol handed to her.

“Do stop screeching,” Mary told the terrified housekeeper, who stared blankly and then fainted into the cushions. She turned to Verity, saying, “I have to stop that bleeding. You watch. And don’t hesitate to shoot.”

As she spoke, she was pulling off a petticoat and folding it into a pad that she pushed against the blood. “Don’t you pass out on me, Rube,” she said.

Verity heard words in a language she didn’t understand.

“Now’s a nice time to be telling me that,” groused Mary. “Just be still now.”

More words…

“No, you are not done for. Shut up and behave. Verity, what’s happening?”

“I think I heard a horse galloping toward us from ahead of us.”

“Rescue? We’ll hope.” Mary didn’t cease pressing hard on the pad she’d pushed under Rube’s jacket and against his shoulder. “Actually, we must have been rescued. No one else has shown up at the door.”

“Don’t shoot!”

Verity collapsed back against the squabs, the pistol, held in both hands, lowered so that it pointed at the floor.

“Ah,” said Mary. “It is you, Jacob. Excellent timing. Now if you could just get us home… Who is that?” Mary, never ceasing to press against the wound, twisted around and stared out the rear window.

Still another horse pulled up and the rider dropped to the ground, pointing a pistol at Jacob. “Back off,” he ordered.

Jacob, shaking his head, raised his hands.

Never looking up from where she continued to apply pressure to Rube’s shoulder, Mary yelled, “Jacob is a friend.”

Hesitantly, the stranger lowered his gun. “What has happened here?”

“I’ve yet to discover,” said Jacob, prodding the dead man lying at his feet. “I rode out to meet my cousins and found them fighting off a handful of attackers. I yelled and the bastards disappeared.” He gestured at the plantation a neighbor had started years earlier, evergreens standing tall beside the road for a fair stretch. The undergrowth was sparse but the heavy load of needles above made the interior dim. “They chose the only place along this road where they could disappear expeditiously if things went awry.”

“Also somewhere to hide until we came along,” said Mary, pushing back her hair with her free hand. “Can we discuss this at home? I need to get Rube in bed and see to this wound.”

“Rube? Shot?” Jacob barked the words and, after a more searching glance into the carriage, began giving orders to the driver and guards, one of whom cradled his arm where a singed line along one sleeve revealed that he’d been grazed and the other limped from a wound in his thigh. The thigh had a tourniquet around it, the bloody trousers indicating he’d fared worse than his friend. “I’ll talk to you two when we get home. I need to know exactly what happened,” said Jacob after ascertaining that neither man thought himself badly injured, the man with the thigh wound saying he’d suffered far worse while serving under old Nosey on the Peninsula. Jacob swung around, his pistol at the ready, as a carriage pulled up behind them. “Who…”

“Ah. My…guest. I’m Lester McAllen, by the way, and if you are Jacob Moorhead, as I’d guess from the lady saying your name, it is to you to whom I’m delivering her. But we can talk of that once we’ve reached safety.” The stranger caught his horse, remounted and, once Jacob too had his horse under him, they set off side by side, the two carriages following and the two wounded guards keeping an alert eye on their surroundings. Jacob, however, was correct when he’d said the attack had occurred at very nearly the only place where such an attack might have a chance of success.

High Moor was not much farther along. When the gate came in sight, Jacob excused himself and rode ahead, setting the maids to work preparing for the arrival of the wounded and, almost as an afterthought, asking Emma to have two guestrooms prepared. For half a moment, he wondered about his unknown guests, but there was too much of far more importance happening for him to feel particularly curious.

Once he was assured everything was in hand, he took the stairs two at a time and headed to Jenna’s bedroom where, after a brief knock, he entered. He found her pacing the floor and grinned. “Gathering up more strength, Jenna-mine? A good thing too. I think you’ll need it…” His last words reminded him of the situation and his mouth formed a grim line.

“What happened?” asked Jenna, crossing the room quickly.

He told her what he knew and then caught her when, not so well as she liked to believe, she stumbled. He lifted her and laid her on her bed. “We’ll take care of them, Jenna. Emma already has everything moving along so we’ll be ready when the carriage arrives. I only told you so that you’d not worry when you heard unusual sounds, as you very likely will.” He had reached for her hand and now held it in both of his, but was startled into dropping it when the disembodied voice he’d almost become accustomed to hearing, ordered him to unhand the wench.

“You go, Jacob,” said Jenna, frowning. “I’ll be all right. I just wish—”

“You just wish you could deal with everything in your usual efficient manner, but I assure you all will be done just as you’d like. Still, it would be best if I’m at the door when the others arrive.” As he left the room he heard Jenna telling the ghost of his granduncle as much as she knew—and already at the head of the stair, heard the ghost’s voice swearing the air blue because he’d not known his daughter was in danger and hadn’t been there to help protect her.

Jacob shook his head. It seemed the late lord had not changed by the mere fact of his dying. The ghost, he’d just learned, could cuss quite as fluently as the living man had done when Jacob lamed one of his lordship’s best hunters. A cussing he’d deserved too since it happened through a bit of foolishness that still had him feeling heat in his ears, merely at the recollection of that particular idiocy of the boy he’d once been.

After reassuring himself that someone had ridden off for the local doctor, that Emma knew what must be done and was, in her gentle manner, chivying her maids and the footmen to do the work expeditiously, he went out on the long terrace fronting the house to watch for the arrival of the carriages. They were not long in coming, the first pulling up as near the door as possible. A couple of grooms waited there with a firm pallet and, with the help of the driver and Mary, moved Rube from the carriage and then into the house. Verity and another woman, the new housekeeper, he suspected, followed.

Jacob heard Mary ordering them to carry Rube to a small salon toward the back of the house where they could remove the bullet and make him comfortable. He wished he’d thought of that instead of assuming the patient should go directly to a bedroom above stairs. The bedroom would have involved very careful maneuvering to reach and likely jolted the patient far more than necessary. Wishing he could follow and help, knowing he must see to whoever was in the second carriage, he turned to it just as McAllen opened its door only to have a wildly crying woman tumble into his arms.

“I thought you were dead. I thought we were all dead. And no one came to tell me anything and…” The raving and ranting continued until, heaving a sigh, Lester set Melissa away from himself, held her with one hand and gave her a sharp slap on one cheek with the other. Then, abruptly, he let go of her and turned away.

Jacob had recognized the woman immediately and was swearing quite as fluently as their ghost, if not so loudly, when Lester administered the slap. All thought of irritation at her unexpected and unwanted arrival was lost as he saw that an expression of shock was followed almost at once by one of unmistakable longing.

Melissa Rumford, thought Jacob, has very strong feelings for Lester McAllen. He wondered if Lester knew of them but, whatever the case might be between them, his irritation returned. Why is she here? Didn’t I make it clear we were finished? And her husband… But I forgot. He died…

Melissa’s shoulders drooped and then she straightened, turned slightly, saw Jacob was watching her. With an obviously forced smile, she stepped toward him. “Jacob, love! It has been so long. I could not bear it another moment without you.” Her smile faded when he didn’t respond. “But, Jacob,” she continued, her tone wistful, “are you not just as happy to see me?”

He was not, of course, and she knew it. Still, she thought, he is stuck here in the wilds of nowhere with nothing to do and highwaymen, of all things, to keep him from doing what he might do, and he must be lonely. He will let me remain if only to have a convenient female in his bed. She forced another smile and held out her hand.

Jacob ignored it, stepping back and gesturing toward the house. “You are here. You must come in and rest, of course.”

“Rather more than that,” she said, casting him a roguish look that was not particularly forced. She really would like to be back in his bed… Then the image of Lester entered her mind. Lester… But he didn’t want her at all. She banished the thought.

“Things are rather chaotic right now, Melissa. We’ve three wounded men—” He watched her eyes widen and her skin pale slightly. “My cousin’s aunt is recovering from a heart failure and another woman is in danger from those men who attacked today. I do not think you’d care to remain more than tonight.”

Melissa, thinking furiously, walked beside him into the house. “It sounds as if you could use the help of a good woman, Jacob. I will stay to see to things.”

“I’ve got the help of a good woman. My cousin.” He led her to the door to a salon, opened it and gestured to the footman on duty in the hall. “Bring Mrs. Rumford whatever she requires in the way of refreshment. When her belongings have been taken to her room and she is ready to go up, you will escort her there.”

Jacob closed the door to the hall, noting as he did so the hand Melissa held out to him, but he couldn’t be bothered playing host. Perhaps he could send McAllen to see to her entertainment? They could entertain one another? He nodded, gave the footman a last order to that effect. Finally, free to discover where Mary had taken Rube and what was being done for the other two men, he walked away at a rapid pace.

Verity, a deep frown on her face, approached from the other direction. “Ah. Jacob. What do you know of the local doctor? Mary asked for him, but now she’s not certain it was a good notion.”

“You know how he dealt with Jenna-mine, Verity. What did you think?”

She bit her lip. “There wasn’t much he could do for her, was there? I don’t know how he’ll deal with bullet wounds. It is far too near the lung for comfort, Jacob. Mary is very worried.”

“Where were you off to when you came toward me?”

“The stillroom.” She began moving again, speaking as she went. “I was headed for the stillroom to make a couple of mixtures to Mary’s orders. Assuming we’ve what is needed. I don’t know how careful my aunt has been to keep it up properly.”

“Do you know anything about stillrooms?” asked Jacob, turning and going with her.

“Yes. Quite enough to do what was asked. Aunt Mary sent a footman to her room, ordering that he find a well-worn black case about a foot by fifteen inches. I think she’s got medicines in it from places we know little or nothing about.” Again she bit her lip, her eyes shadowed. “Jacob, she is worried sick.”

“He’s strong. She stopped the bleeding instantly.”

“She did what she could but the ride home was rough. Blood kept seeping through the pads. I don’t know how many she dropped on the floor, demanding another one. Neither of us has a petticoat left and she had me tear the ruffle from her skirt at the last.”

They entered the stillroom and Verity checked cupboards and drawers, shaking her head as she did so. She sighed. “As soon as we are back to normal, I must begin seeing to all this. I haven’t a notion how efficacious any of it will be, as old as most of it looks.”

He watched her collecting bits of this, more of that, mixing, steeping, stirring and boiling. “You do know what you’re doing, do you not?”

“Hm? Oh yes. It was one part of my education I enjoyed. I tend to work hard for something I find interesting.” She touched a drop of liquid to her tongue, spat it out and grimaced. “Well, the willow bark is fresh enough. That’s so bitter it must be good. Willow is useful for so many things I’m not surprised Aunt Jenna kept it on hand. But those…I just don’t know.” She looked at the still-boiling mixture of several varieties of herbs before she turned to him. “It will be awhile before that is ready. If you’d take the willow preparation to Mary I’d appreciate it.”

“Making me your errand boy, Verity?”

She didn’t see the smile in his eyes and merely shook her head. “I’ve got to watch this. You can leave and I can’t. Maybe you’ll be kind enough to come back and tell how he…how they all go on and—”

“I will,” he interrupted. He touched the bare nape of her neck where her upswept hair revealed a bit of tempting skin. She didn’t move—unless she pressed back very slightly against his fingers? He wasn’t sure. “I’ll return soon with news.”

* * * * *
 

The bullet was removed but afterward Rube lay in something very near a coma. It was nearly dawn when he roused. His eyes moved from side to side. He turned his head, found Mary dozing at his side and smiled weakly, his gaze devouring her. He sighed.

Instantly Mary opened her eyes. They stared at each other for a long moment and then, simultaneously, looked away.

“Where are we, Mary?”

“The small salon near the breakfast room.”

He tried to push himself up. “Not safe, Mary. Not…” He fell back with a groan.

“Idiot,” she said, her voice gentle but her hands busily checking the bandages around his chest and shoulder. “We’re safe enough. Jacob placed guards around and about, including a pair along this side of the house. Tomorrow or the next day we’ll move you upstairs where you’ll feel safer, but for tonight we must depend on guards.”

Mary didn’t mention Jenna’s assurance that her father’s ghost would also be on guard. Believing such things existed was not the same as accepting that they could or would help one. Besides, it was irrelevant.

The words Rube spoke just before he’d passed out there in the carriage hadn’t been out of her mind even while she did everything she could to save him. She glanced at him, away, bit her lip. He couldn’t have meant them…and if he did? She lifted her gaze to the wall beyond the daybed that had been brought in for him and stared at nothing at all.

Ah! If only he did…
But then she thought again. Will he remember? That thought led to another. And if he does not? Something inside seemed to shrink at the next thought to float through her mind. Perhaps, it insisted,
‘twere better if he doesn’t. Mary sighed ever-so softly and settled back in her chair.

She didn’t notice that Rube watched her through barely slitted lids. He remembered those words of love and wondered what should be done about them. If he hadn’t been convinced he was a dead man he’d never have spoken… But he had. The words could not be recalled. What would she do? And then—Mary’s eyes conveniently closed—he allowed a grimace to pass across his features and disappear. Knowing Mary, she’ll not say a word. She will pretend it never happened unless I refer to it… And I? I could pretend I don’t remember…which is very likely what I ought to do.

Rube closed his eyes, a line running vertically just above his nose. He did his best to ignore the pain in his shoulder. Pain, after all, could be controlled. It merely took concentration.

Too bad it is so hard to concentrate when one is in pain, the wry thought passed through his mind.

* * * * *
 

Melissa wandered through the house, wondering where everyone had gone. And why? And if it might be an insult to herself. She grimaced, an expression that, on her lovely face, made little difference to her attractiveness. But, recalling a phrase her nurse used oh-so-many years ago, she smoothed it out. She didn’t wish her features to freeze into an unbecoming form as her old nurse insisted happened to little children who made it clear they didn’t appreciate what was done for them.

She looked into a salon, sighed at its emptiness, backed out and tried another. Still no one. She looked around the front hall where there wasn’t even a footman. A harsh chill ran up her spine and she spun on one foot, looked around, quick wary darting movements of her head. No one. It was so eerie, the silence, the emptiness…

Melissa lifted her skirts and, far more quickly than she’d come down them, returned up two flights of stairs and down a hall to her room. She shut the door behind her and leaned against it.

Now why did I panic? she asked herself. What possible reason was there to feel frightened? There was nothing there. Nothing…

After a moment in which she regained her equilibrium, she moved to her window and looked down over the gardens. The gardens weren’t empty. In fact it seemed there were an awful lot of gardeners out there and most of them appeared to spend an inordinate amount of time looking around rather than working. In fact, what was there for so many to do? The roses looked as if they’d recently been pruned and mulched. The grass didn’t need scything. Flowerbeds always needed weeding, but so many men to do it?

She turned away…and remembered the terror she’d felt when shots rang out ahead of them, when they’d stopped along the road—and no one came to tell her what was going on. She’d ducked down at the first shot. Well—the second. It had taken her that long, plus the coach jerking to a stop, to believe anything untoward was happening. And what had happened? Men, she’d been told, were wounded.

Jacob? Was Jacob wounded? But no. He’d been perfectly all right when she’d arrived. But still… Jacob.

She whirled around and stared at her door.

A memory from London, a morning visit from the new Lord Everston…and she remembered the look in his eyes, the anger, the hate. Had his lordship not trusted her to do as he’d asked? Had he followed her? Had he arranged that ambush? Head bowed, hands clasped behind her, Melissa paced. She bit her lip, trying to decide what she should do.

If I suggest his lordship arranged it then they’ll wonder how I’d know. How could I know his lordship’s feelings concerning Jacob? His intentions… How could I know the man so well that I’d know of his twisted emotions? What could I say?

It is quite obvious, is it not, a cynical part of her mind suggested and, in sarcastic mode, added, I just tell them that his lordship came and asked me to help him regain his proper inheritance, told me to seduce Jacob away from the estate and, while giving me orders, he let slip his feelings for Jacob? That would go over well, would it not?

Melissa sighed, shaking her head. Then she thought of Lester and a trifling bit of hope arose. She could, perhaps, tell him? Heat rose up her throat and into her face. Tell Lester what I’ve agreed to do and lose even the least little scrape of the remaining good feelings he has for me? Any trifling respect he feels? I can’t. I cannot do it.

Tears drifted down her pale cheeks when she realized she was trapped. Again. She turned and threw herself across her bed, sobbing, beating the covers with a clenched fist.

An hour or so later Melissa’s tummy growled at her and she remembered that no one had come to wake her that morning. No one had told her where breakfast was laid. And the house was still silent as the grave, no voices, no footsteps.

She took another look out her window.

No one anywhere except in the garden where all those men still…worked?

Her tummy grumbled more loudly. Her mouth compressed into a harsh line, her lids drooping. “Enough,” she said aloud. “This is ridiculous, cowering in my room, afraid of shadows and—”

Actually it had been a sudden chill down there in the hall, but who was listening?

“I’m hungry,” she finished.

The house was not small. Additions and redecoration over the centuries had resulted in a surprising number of confusing passages and unexpected stairs, but eventually Melissa reached the kitchen where, finally, she found a few servants—who ignored her. She crossed her arms and tapped her foot. Still no one asked what she wanted. It was outside of enough! No one had bothered to do so much as check that she was all right. “I wish to be fed. I wish a light luncheon and I need to be told where to expect it to be served,” she said, feeling aggrieved.

Emma whirled around from where she was discussing invalid food with the chef. Her eyes widened and she bit her lip. She had totally forgotten the two strangers, had not ordered that morning tea be taken to them in their bedrooms, had not thought to order a maid to see they reached the breakfast room at the proper time… Belatedly, she curtsied. “Immediately, my lady.”

“Not my lady. I am no more than a missus. Mrs. Rumford,” said Melissa, a chill in her voice. “And where will I be served?”

Emma looked around a bit wildly. Her eyes fell on Jane who should have been dusting the salons but had crept down for a word with her lover. “Jane. Please…you take Mrs. Rumford to the breakfast room?” It was half a question and she knew she’d erred still again. She should, she knew, merely order Jane to take on the task. I wish the new housekeeper would take over but she was in such a fright when she arrived. She sighed as she turned back, curtsied again and said, “I’ll have a tray brought up at once, Mrs. Rumford.”

Melissa turned her stare on Jane who shivered a bit at the expression and, after one rather panic-stricken look toward her lover, who gave her a commiserating but heartening look in return, the maid moved toward the hall, curtsied and then led Melissa up to the breakfast room.

Melissa cleared her throat. “Where is everyone?” she asked.

“Everyone? Well, Mrs. Jennings is in the winter garden or she was. I think perhaps Miss Tomlinson is with her…or perhaps Miss is in the housekeeper’s office, showing the new housekeeper how to go on? And Lady Mary is with…that man.” Jane hadn’t quite figured out who or what Rube might be. “The one who was shot so bad.” She frowned. “Then that man who came when you did—” She waited in vain for a name. “Well, I think he went down to the stables to check on his horses.”

When she didn’t continue, Melissa gnashed her teeth—remembered the broken molar of some weeks previously—and consciously relaxed her jaw. “And my…host?” she asked.

“Mr. Moorhead, you mean?”

“Yes. Mr. Moorhead.”

“Oh, he’s gone off to talk to the magistrate. He probably won’t be back forever,” said Jane brightly.

Such an odd combination of relief and disappointment swept through Melissa that she was overly sharp when she asked, “He won’t?”

“No. He’ll be lucky if he finds Lord Balderton anytime soon. The man is never where he is wanted, you see.”

Melissa had met Balderton once or twice in London. He was known for his absentmindedness, often forgetting he’d accepted invitations to dine or to some other entertainment and all too often becoming so engrossed in something that was of no interest to anyone else he became an utter bore to everyone around him. “I know Lord Balderton. He is a magistrate… But why is Jac—Mr. Moorhead attempting to find a magistrate?”

“Because of all the shooting yesterday, o’course,” said Jane, casting Melissa a look that asked if her head were quite screwed on properly. “And here’s the breakfast room. Your lunch’ll be up soon, I’m sure.” She curtsied and backed away, turning and almost running back down the hall toward the front of the house.

Melissa watched her go and sighed. Only a servant, but running off like that…leaving Melissa alone.

Again.

“I hate being alone,” she muttered. “I hate it.”








Chapter Ten

 

The maid was wrong. Jacob had returned almost immediately. He too knew the man’s reputation, so when Balderton was found to be absent from home, he left a message requesting the magistrate visit as soon as possible. He added a brief description of the preceding day’s contretemps in the hopes the man would actually show his face sometime in the not-too-distant future. Now he, Jenna, and Verity sat in the estate office. Jacob had requested the meeting. He looked around and then at Jenna.

“Is my granduncle here?” he asked after a brief fight with himself concerning the actuality of admitting he believed in the ghost’s existence.

“No. I haven’t seen him since early this morning.”

“Is there some way you can call him to you?”

Jenna blinked, colored a trifle and looked at her folded hands. “I’ve…never tried.”

I’m here, said the ghostly voice. I’ll always be here when you want me, Honey.

Her eyes snapped open, a glare directed at the corner of the mantel. “You are not to call me that in front of…”

Jacob heard a chuckle.

But you are my honey, are you not?

Jenna had spent far too many years hiding her feelings for his lordship to do more than tighten her lips and continue glaring.

Ah, well, never mind, said the voice. A planning session? Is that why we are here?

Jacob cleared his throat. “I thought perhaps we should reach some agreement about the situation.” He glanced at Verity and quickly turned the look on Jenna. “I believe that you, Jenna-mine, should take Verity somewhere safe until this is settled.”

Verity stiffened and Jenna looked away from where only she could see the ghost. She stared at Jacob. “Away?”

“I don’t want either of you hurt. Yesterday, Jenna…” A muscle jumped in his jaw and the skin tautened around his eyes. “Verity was in that coach. She might have been killed. Two guards were winged and Rube badly injured. We don’t know if he’ll survive. One of the villains is dead.”

Verity shuddered at the memory of Mary lifting up, pointing the gun, and pulling the trigger right there above where they lay on the floor…

“Some of the villains may have been wounded. We don’t know where they are or when or where they will try again. I cannot have it on my conscience that you are in danger.” He glanced from one to the other and then his gaze settled on Verity’s frowning features. “Either of you.”

Verity glanced toward her aunt, saw a determination matching her own in her aunt’s eyes and turned back to Jacob, her chin going up. “I am quite certain my aunt will agree that we are not cowards to run away from danger to a friend. We can help. If nothing else we are another pair of eyes and ears. But more than that, Rube will need careful nursing. Aunt Mary cannot do it all, but she won’t want to leave him to a maid. She will, I think, allow me to do what I can when she needs rest. You cannot send us away, Jacob.” Her mouth closed with a snap and her eyes narrowed. In a different tone, she added, “Unless you’ve another reason for getting rid of us, of course.”

She was thinking of the arrival of the strange woman who seemed to know Jacob very well indeed but Jacob had totally forgotten in the far more important concerns worrying him. “What do you mean?”

“I notice you do not suggest that your guest depart? That she too might be in danger?”

“Guest!” He turned. “Blast and bedamned, I’d forgotten that complication.”

Do not swear in front of ladies, Jacob, said his granduncle, humor in his tone. I’ve rather wondered about that one myself. She’s a bit of all right, is she not?

“She was…” The grim look about Jacob’s eyes wasn’t noticed by Verity, since she refused to look at him. “She will have to go. McAllen as well, whoever he may be. Jenna-mine,” he said, the grimness turning to something slightly different, a frown creasing his brow, “do you know a Lester McAllen?”

“He is quite new to the region and something of a recluse, Jacob. I think it must be three years ago he bought the ruins of the old Castlehill estate or inherited it or some such thing. It must be a good twenty miles south of York…” She thought about that a moment and then shook her head. “Not important, is it? As to Castlehill, gossip says he spent a small fortune fixing the foundations and the roof and everything in between. No one knows him very well since he doesn’t attend entertainments even though people continue to invite him.”

I didn’t know so much as that, Jenna, my love. How did you discover it?

“Servant gossip, of course. How else does one know anything?” she asked, a twinkle appearing for a moment in her bright blue eyes. “But it’s not important where I learned it. And I agree with Jacob. He cannot stay, so he may make himself useful by taking that woman away.”

“If she’ll go,” said Verity with a certain tartness Jacob hadn’t heard for some days.

Jenna frowned. “Why should she not? She must know this house is not prepared to entertain guests. Not with a badly wounded man here and the danger continues.”

“She came here to collect Jacob, of course, and she doesn’t have the look of one who will give up without a struggle.” This time the tartness had still more acid in it.

“When did you see her?” asked Jacob, curious.

“I watched her arrive, watched her throw herself at that man…and then, when he walked away, she turned her attentions—quite different attentions—on you.”

I feel a bit sorry for her.

Jacob glanced toward the voice but Jenna, staring at the ghostly figure by the fireplace, voiced his unasked question. “What,” she asked, “do you mean by that?”

She was frightened.

“We are all frightened,” retorted Jenna.

But her fears have nothing to do with Mary or the shooting or any of that. I think she fears for Jacob.

“For Jacob?” Jenna turned to her lover’s heir. “Why, Jacob, would she fear for you?” Half a moment’s thought and she shook her head. “But that is obvious, is it not? She must know something to Murdock’s disadvantage.”

“Know something about my cousin Mud?” asked Jacob, his frown deepening. “How is that obvious?”

“She came without an invitation, Jacob. Don’t you see anything suspicious about that?”

He flushed. “Only that she…” His lips closed tightly, a quick sideways glance at Verity, and he turned away. “Never mind. But I doubt very much her arrival had anything to do with Mud.”

“Your lover, Jacob?” asked Verity, a false sweetness cloying her voice. “One with hopes of gaining a husband perhaps?”

Since it was exactly what he feared Melissa wanted, he stiffened.

“Should we expect others of the same ilk to arrive?” continued Verity. “Ah, what it is to have so many loves in one’s life.”

“Verity, you will stop teasing Jacob. We’ve too much of importance about which we must worry to concern ourselves about some tart getting above herself.” Jenna blushed. “Well, that’s what Mel thinks,” she added a trifle defensively when Verity cast her a surprised look. “I apologize for using the word. I’m certain Mrs. Rumford is not a tart.”

“Yes, she is,” said Jacob, his mood lightened by the comment. But Jacob hadn’t heard his granduncle’s voice. He wondered if the ghost could communicate with Jenna but hide it from himself, and cast a speculative glance toward the mantel.

I’m over here now,
said the voice from Jenna’s side.

Jacob’s glance swung that way and then down when, as usual, there was nothing to see.

“I think this meeting is over,” said Verity, heading for the door. “I have no notion what my aunt will conclude, but I’m not going anywhere, so forget trying to send me away.” The door snapped shut on the last word.

“Jenna,” said Jacob after a long silent moment, “has it occurred to you that your niece is a very stubborn woman?”

“Hardheaded but not hardhearted, Jacob.” Jenna sighed. “On the other hand she is quite right. We are needed. I know I cannot do much yet, but I too can take a turn watching over Prince Rube. Mary will try to do everything herself and you know she cannot.”

Jacob sighed. “I want the two of you safe,” he said.

She smiled. “I know. But given the guards you’ve put around this house, it is my guess that we are safer here than anywhere else. Instead of worrying about us, you should worry about getting rid of the tar—er, of Mrs. Rumford.”

Jenna glared at nothing Jacob could see, but he could hear the low masculine chuckle her near-slip induced. “Tart,” he said. A muscle turned over in his jaw. “Yes, I must somehow get rid of the tart.”

He heard footsteps going away down the hall and, quickly, his hand drawing a small pistol from his pocket, he opened the door. He relaxed. “McAllen, perhaps you would join us? I’d like a word with you.”

“Concerning my inadvertent eavesdropping?” asked the man, ice coating his words.

“If you object to the term I used, I’ll be happy to give you satisfaction at some future date. But not until our problems are solved and I know my womenfolk are safe.” There was more than a touch of ice in Jacob’s voice, the cold exceeding Lester’s.

McAllen hesitated and then forced himself to relax. “Very well.” He returned to the office where he’d been told he’d find his host. “I was coming to tell you I would be leaving now and to thank you for your hospitality in such a difficult situation.”

“You may thank me,” said Jacob, closing the door behind them, “by taking away the…er…Mrs. Rumford.”

Lester huffed. “I want nothing to do with her. If her coach hadn’t broken down near my home I’d not have known she was in the region. She is not someone I wish to associate with and I feel no more responsibility now she is where she wishes to be.”

“Has she a clue as to the danger she’s come into?” asked Jenna.

McAllen turned, seeing her for the first time. Spots of color marred his cheekbones. “I’m sorry. I don’t believe we’ve met?”

“She is Verity Tomlinson’s aunt. Verity is my cousin. Mrs. Jennings, may I introduce Lester McAllen to your notice.”

Jenna bit her lip when she realized Jacob had no intention of telling the man she was merely a housekeeper—retired. She lowered her gaze and nodded. Then she looked up. “Does she know?” she asked more bluntly than she might have done if she were not so embarrassed.

Lester hesitated. “Danger.” It wasn’t exactly a question but not quite a mere repetition either.

“That mess you ran into yesterday.”

McAllen glanced at Jacob. “Highway robbery. I’ve not heard of it in this region in years. Certainly not while I’ve lived here.”

“Decades, I should think,” said Jacob.

Forty years more or less.

Jacob glanced toward the voice. “Yes, decades. It was not,” he continued, “merely robbery. Those men wanted my cousin.”

“Miss Tomlinson?”

“Yes.”

Your other cousin, idiot.

“Oh.” Jacob felt a flush rise up his throat at the ghost’s sarcasm. “You meant Verity. No. It’s my granduncle’s daughter, Lady Mary, they attempted to kidnap, not his granddaughter.”

There was silence for a moment and then McAllen’s voice had a sharp note when he asked, “Lady Mary Tomlinson?”

Jacob nodded.

“A woman of a certain age? A traveler?”

Jacob tipped his head slightly. “She has traveled widely.”

Lester hesitated. “I think I met her. A number of years ago… In India…” He frowned. “She’s in danger?” He didn’t wait for a response but immediately asked, “Why?”

It was Jacob’s turn to hesitate. “If she weren’t preoccupied with a badly wounded man I’d have her tell you what she can. Jenna?” His look asked her how much they should tell a stranger. Even one who might have known Mary at some point.

Jenna hesitated. “Lady Mary…somehow…insulted a… Perhaps he is a king?” She looked toward Jacob who shrugged. “He…is not nice.”

Lester barked a harsh laugh. “If he’s sent men to kill her then I’d say that was a bit of an understatement.” He turned back to Jacob. “Has he?”

“He wants her returned to him for…punishment.”

“Torture and death,” guessed Lester. He nodded, a grim look cooling his eyes and hardening his jaw.

Jacob nodded.

“I owe Lady Mary a great deal. Whether you like it or not, while she is in danger I’ll not leave. You’ll just have to put up with me,” said Lester and abruptly he left the room.

Jenna and the ghost stared at each other. Jacob cleared his throat and Jenna turned a querying look his way. “That’s rather interesting, is it not?” asked Jenna slowly.

“Owes her? For what?” asked Jacob.

Good question.

Jacob sighed. “A good question, but not about to be answered. At least not now. I dare not question Cousin Mary while she wants nothing but to care for Rube. I doubt McAllen will cooperate by explaining anything. But if he won’t go, then how do I rid this place of the tart?”

“Jacob,” scolded Jenna. “You stop that at once. You must not call her that.”

“Even if it’s true?” he asked politely.

“Especially if it is true. She’s a lady. Now behave,” ordered Jenna much as she’d have done years earlier when he was a mere lad and running wild about the estate. Then she sighed, drooping ever-so slightly. “Drat. I’m tired again. This is such nonsense,” she said crossly.

“I suppose I’d better find the—” He glanced at Jenna. “Her,” he finished.

“And I suppose I’d better find a chaise lounge or return to my room for a while,” said Jenna. “I am so tired of being tired all the time!” she said, her voice cross. She moved from the room with none of her usual light quickness about her.

Jacob watched her go and shook his head. “She was so very sick,” he muttered. “Will she ever recover?”

She feels better all the time. She just forgets how much she’s improving, so whenever she needs to rest she feels it as an insult.

Jacob, who had forgotten his ghost, twitched. “Don’t do that.”

Don’t do what?

“Frighten me half out of my wits.”

Don’t see what I can do about that. Ghosts are supposed to frighten people. But you know, Jacob, I’ve begun to think it is mostly that we are so unexpected that we rouse fear.

Jacob didn’t agree but didn’t argue. “I must find Melissa.” He sighed as he left the room.

His ghostly granduncle knew where the tart could be found but didn’t tell his grandnephew. Gives the lad a few extra minutes’ peace if he must track her down,
he muttered as he set his mind to being with Jenna—a method of transport he’d found very convenient. There are advantages to being a ghost, he thought as he settled beside his love and waited—far more patiently than he’d ever have done when still alive—for her to wake.

* * * * *
 

A day or so later, Verity finished discussing menus with the new housekeeper, asked if her rooms were satisfactory and, when they were, asked if there were any problems.

Mrs. Brownley hesitated. “There is…Emma.”

Verity’s head jerked slightly to one side. “Emma? What can possibly be wrong with that meek little rabbit of a woman?”

“You told me in York she’d be a great help to me. I find her more of a hindrance,” said the housekeeper.

“Hindrance? In what way?”

“No matter what it is I order done, she clears her throat and then in that irritatingly hesitant manner with ‘ums’ and ‘ers’ and ‘you sees’ and—the worst of all—‘we’ve always’ she proceeds to tell me how things should be done.” There was just a touch of acid in her tone. “Miss Tomlinson, I’ve been keeping house for over twenty years. I am not a novice who must be taught how things are done. This insistence that there is nothing better than what has always been done is irritating beyond belief. Please have a word with the creature or I will hand in my resignation before I’ve even begun to settle in. I will have to go since I am aware that it is very nearly impossible to be rid of old and loyal servants.”

Verity hesitated a moment. “Every house has traditions—” she began.

“About the order in which the rooms are dusted in the morning?” interrupted Mrs. Brownley.

“Is your order so very different from what has always,” Verity smiled at the word, taking some of the sting from it, “been done?”

The woman deflated. “I suppose in part it is that I resent her interference. But it is interference, Miss Tomlinson, and it is intolerable if I am ever to gain and retain any sort of authority over the servants.”

Verity nodded. “I see that and will see what I can do.” She glanced out the window and then back at the new housekeeper. “Give me a day or two. I may ask the retiring housekeeper to have that talk with Emma. It might have more—authority?”

Mrs. Brownley smiled at that but sobered quickly. “Loyal old servants can be the very devil,” she said and then flushed ever-so slightly at the language her temper had forced from her mouth.

Verity maintained a bland look as she replied, “The very devil.” She nodded and, flushing even more, Mrs. Brownley rose to her feet. “I will see what I can do.”

Verity frowned slightly as the door closed behind the housekeeper and then sighed softly. On top of everything else, she didn’t need Emma attempting to protect Jenna by trying to maintain Jenna’s ways in all things, particularly such routines as in which order the rooms were cleaned. “Aunt Jenna will know how to deal with her.” She rose and headed toward the front stairs, meaning to find her aunt and discuss the problem instantly—before she forgot the task in all else that needed doing.

Verity’s approach to the stairs brought her near one of the salons. A lilting voice brought her up short.

“Oh, Jacob, dearest, you cannot know how much I have missed this.”

Verity couldn’t hear Jacob’s response and feared it was more physical than verbal. Turning on her heel, she hurried away, while, if only she’d waited, she’d have heard Jacob’s next words and been reassured…

* * * * *
 

Melissa pouted, her wrists held in Jacob’s firm but careful grip. “But, Jacob, love…”

“I am not your love, Melissa. We had this out before I left London. I enjoyed our arrangement, as you know. I think you did as well. I certainly hope so. But it is over.”

“No…oh no, Jacob.” A sparkling tear ran down her cheek. “Not over. Please…”

He shook his head, his jaw firming. He hated feminine tears and believed they were, in the parlance of the ring, a hit below the belt. And if so then they were a despicable and ignoble advantage and one he must resist. Very gently he pushed her still farther away, noting how her fingers turned into something resembling claws—which made him wonder if the tears were from anger rather than hurt.

That thought made it easier for him to relax into a fair semblance of tolerance. He said, “I suspect you spent funds you could ill afford in coming here, so I will hire you a post chaise for your return and send an agent with you to see to changes of horses and getting you proper rooms wherever you must put up for the night. You shake your head… Why?”

“I cannot return to London.” She pulled free and turned her back. “You don’t know what it was like, Jacob. I’m so lonely I sometimes think I’d prefer to jump into the river and end it all than go on as I’ve had to do.”

He frowned. “Lonely?”

“A widow is allowed very little in the way of entertainment, Jacob,” she said on a wry note. “The one simple entertainment I arranged, nothing more than a little card party for three other widows and myself, resulted in scandal, if you can believe it. There are some people who have nothing to do but gossip and they are the sort who always put the worst possible twist to whatever they say.” The wry note had changed to something between chagrin and disgust. Then her shoulders drooped but, head high, she stared into some distant prospect that wasn’t there. “I could not bear it.”

In that Jacob heard a touch of real anguish. He bit the corner of his lip and then, when she noticed and drew nearer, raising a hand toward his chest, he backed away a step and then another. Again he caught her wrist. “No. I cannot have you here for other reasons as well as that you do not belong. Besides that, there is danger as you know. That attempt to get at Lady Mary, in which you had a small part, will not be the last. Until we can capture the agent involved, it will go on and on… You must go.”

Melissa pouted again. She crossed her arms and the pout changed to belligerency. “I won’t go. You cannot make me go. I will raise a scene such as you’ve never experienced if you try to force me to leave…and then again at every posting house if you insist I must travel south. I will tell the world what an evil man you are. I will—”

She stopped when Jacob threw up his hands.

“Very well,” he said.

He spoke in such a cold tone she knew she’d lost him, had no further chance to fulfill her mission and a chill ran up her back.

“You may stay but on your head be it. There will be no amusements, Melissa. We cannot very well have company with all the strange grooms and other servants that involves, when we’ve no clue as to whom Mary’s enemy might hire. You’ll be as bored here as ever you were in London.” He turned on his heel and left the room.

Melissa, at first relieved she’d avoided immediate dismissal and an ignominious return to London, realized long before the day ended that he’d meant every word. She would be as bored here as there. She brightened slightly at the thought she’d not have to put up with scandal as well as boredom. But then she wondered what she could do. “I cannot bear to be alone,” she whispered to the empty room. “Where is everyone?”

If she meant anyone other than Jacob, and this time as she did refer to the ladies she knew occupied his house, well, they were occupied with Rube who had developed a fever overnight.

“More ice,” ordered Verity, sticking her head out the door. “It is late in the summer so we may be running low. Ask my aunt who might have some they will give us or sell us or, if you must, steal it. We must get this fever down.”

She hurried back into the room where she joined Mary at the bedside. Mary handed her a warm towel and Verity, slightly belatedly, wrung out another and handed it over. She dropped the warm one into the tub of ice water, sloshed it around and was ready when Mary needed the next. A maid tiptoed in, dropped a basin of chipped ice into the tub, glanced fearfully at the sick man, blushed rosily at his state of undress and tiptoed out again far more quickly than she’d come in.

“I’d better ask a footman the next time we need ice,” said Verity, a touch of humor in her tone.

“Why?” asked Mary, her visage stern and determined.

“That maid just turned as rosy as poor Rube here, seeing all that skin.”

It occurred to Mary that Verity, unmarried and still young if not in her first youth, shouldn’t be seeing it either. “It doesn’t bother you, my dear?”

“Illness is no respecter of a person’s modesty. I once helped nurse my parents when Mama caught my father’s illness. We had them both in a fever for several days. So if you think I’m shocked by the sight of a masculine body, I’m not. A very good body it is too…”

Mary straightened from the bed, whipping around. And then she accused, “You did that on purpose.” But she was grinning.

“Yes. A very wise woman once told me that humor is important. That it makes us human. And that it lightens burdens. Here.” She handed over another cold towel and took the one hanging from Mary’s hand. “Get on with it, woman! We’ve got to get that fever down.”

But when Mary was paying her no attention, Verity’s thoughts were of the widow and her intentions toward Jacob. And Jacob… Verity’s heart took on a more rapid rhythm—which annoyed her.

Anger, she told herself. It is anger that he’d even think of dalliance when so much of importance is going on.

Hours passed and they got on with it, more ice arriving as needed.

* * * * *
 

Jenna sat on the chaise and watched the ghost flit here and there about the room, always coming back to her. “What is it, Mel, my love?”

That woman. That widow. The tart! Why did she come just now?

“Widow? Oh, Mrs. Rumford. I suspect she came to see if she could wheedle her way back into Jacob’s bed.”

That’s what I fear. The ghost heaved what would have been a huge sigh if he’d had breath with which to heave it. What possessed Jacob to involve himself with such as her?

“My guess is that he was bored. You said it yourself. He was in a rut there in London. He just carried on from day to day, even though he’d long ago lost interest in that way of life. He’s not happy she’s here, Mel.”

He’s been celibate now for two getting on for three weeks. How long do you think that will last?

“Don’t sound bitter. You saw to it that he could choose to come here, to get away from his carousing and…how do I know what else? He came. He’s stopped drinking to excess. He likes dealing with your agent and learning about property management. He is doing very well.”

That’s all very well but you know as well as I do that once you start that, it’s hard to stop.

She chuckled. “That meaning…” She gestured toward the bed.

The ghost growled.

“You’ve stopped,” she added, chuckling.

Not by choice. Bloody hell, Honey, he exploded. You know I miss touching you, holding you, making love to you…You cannot know how much I miss all that.

“Oh, can I not? I too have been forced to stop that, you know.”

Almost the ghost lost control and engulfed his love in an embrace. He caught himself just in time, backing away before Jenna felt more than a chill. They both sighed.

And while they softly made verbal love to each other, McAllen rode out and about and then returned his mount to the stables. “High Moor is excellently run,” he said to the groom who had been assigned to care for his horses. “Excellently.”

“His old lordship loved the land here. He were a good landlord,” said the groom.

“And the new young master?” asked Lester.

“He’s learning. Wants to learn. He’ll do.”

Lester nodded. It was what he’d thought from what he’d seen on his ride but his knowledge of London gossip concerning Jacob made it difficult to believe. Thoughtfully, he strolled toward the house but, seeing Melissa wandering soulfully around the garden among the guards there, he turned aside and approached her. “You are looking particularly lovely today,” he offered.

She looked up in surprise. “And you. Riding gear always did flatter you,” she said and felt a flush across her bosom and up her neck. She turned and hung her head, awaiting one of his sarcastic remarks, since she’d been fool enough to remind him of their past.

“Thank you.”

After a moment she turned, wide-eyed. “Just…thank you?”

He smiled but there was a touch of hardness in his gaze. “Shall we stroll? I think I can protect you if we run into evildoers.” He touched his pocket, which was ever-so slightly distorted by the small handgun hidden there. “So perhaps we might find somewhere just a trifle more private?” His eyebrows arched with the question.

She hesitated only a moment and then laid her hand on his offered arm. They headed for the side of the house and a walled winter garden he’d discovered earlier that day.

* * * * *
 

“You failed,” said the king’s remaining agent, staring at the raggedy man, standing, hat in hand, before him.

“You didn’t say there’d be guards,” said the man accusingly.

“I didn’t know.”

“Bad luck, that rider coming from one direction and a coach from behind…”

The former slave nodded. “But I must have the woman and you failed.”

“At least we got the man that guards her. You said he was impossible, that he’d have to be killed. Bleeding like a stuck pig, he was,” said the man, satisfaction in his voice.

“But you too suffered a death. And you left your dead behind. He’ll be identified. He’ll be known as your friend.” The freed man saw his dupe blanch. “You must disappear, you and the others. And I must find new men.” He sighed. “Why must it be so difficult, this taking a weak woman and carrying her off to where she will be dealt with as she deserves?”

The man didn’t really want to know why the foreigner wanted the woman kidnapped. He stood first on one foot and then on the other, twisting his hat in large, rough, palmed hands. “You have to pay us.”

“Why?” The former slave looked surprised. “You failed.”

“We did what we were told t’do,” he said, stubborn. “You didn’t say there’d be guards.”

The agent stared down his long narrow nose. It occurred to him that perhaps the gang couldn’t get away if they had no funds—and he didn’t want one of them taken up and telling a magistrate about himself. “Then,” he decided, “since you failed, you’ll get only half.” The former slave went into the bedroom, shut the door and returned with a small bag of coins. “You share that around. Then you—all of you—take yourselves away from here. Unless, of course, you wish to find yourselves taken up by the magistrate and awaiting trial?”

Once again the man paled. He didn’t turn his back but edged from the room without taking his eyes from the man who’d hired him. Once the door was shut between them, he took himself down the inn’s stairs far more quickly than was usual with him. I don’t trust the bastard not to kill the lot of us just to be sure we can’t talk. And that was another reason he’d tell his gang that they could do what they wanted, but he at least was leaving on the evening stage as ordered.

* * * * *
 

Jacob entered the dining room a trifle late. He glanced around and frowned. “Where is Verity?”

Reading cleared his throat.

Jenna, uncomfortable with her new role as guest, glanced up. “What is it, Mr. Reading?” she asked and then bit her lip when he scowled at her.

“Just Reading, madam,” he scolded.

It appeared that the butler had had no difficulty with the change in Jenna’s status even if she had. As a guest, she shouldn’t call a mere butler mister.

“Miss Verity said she couldn’t afford the time it takes to dine properly and ate earlier in the servants’ dining room.”

Jenna hid a sigh that her old friend, the Everstons’ longtime butler, had adjusted more quickly than she could do to her new position in the household. Then she stared as Jacob turned on his heel and left the room. He returned not too much later with Verity in tow. He forced her to sit beside her aunt before going himself to the end of the table and taking his place. He looked around. “Well, Reading? I’m starved.”

Reading, startled, twitched himself back into proper order and turned a frown on the two footmen waiting to serve. He himself turned to the roast sitting on the sideboard ready for the next course and began slicing it. He watched surreptitiously to see that his minions did their job properly, that they didn’t neglect to pour wine as needed or offer seconds to those who appeared to want them. He also watched Miss Verity. She sat, hands in lap, refusing every offering. He’d a feeling there would be a reckoning between Miss Verity and Mr. Moorhead and almost wished he could be a spider in the corner watching them.

As the meal continued, he also observed their unwanted guests. The widow tried very hard to make the meal a proper social occasion but got no help at all from Jacob. Verity was equally unresponsive. Mr. McAllen answered curtly when she addressed him. Mrs. Jennings, embarrassed by her family’s rude behavior, did her best to keep up her end of the discussion, but knowing nothing of London doings and having no acquaintance with those about whom Mrs. Rumford spoke, she could do little to help lighten the atmosphere.

Long before the sweet course was offered, the widow gave up in disgust. And wondered how one could feel so alone in a room full of people.

Verity, refusing the sweet as she done all else, rose to her feet. Jacob, who had watched her from the corner of his eye, did likewise and followed her from the room.

The widow tittered. “I now see why Jacob wasn’t happy about my arrival,” she said in a sly tone.

“Do not make life more difficult for yourself than you must,” ordered McAllen. He too refused the sweet and, given his host had exited with no thought to the proprieties, he merely nodded toward Jenna and removed himself to the billiards room that he’d been pleased to discover during his wandering around the house.

Jenna too stood. “I must check that there is enough ice to get us through the night,” she said, excused herself and exited before Melissa could close her mouth and think to ask why they’d need ice.

“Ice?” she finally said but didn’t expect a response.

“For getting the fever down,” said Reading. He watched the footmen clear the empty places before picking up the sweet tray and again offering it. He’d seen immediately that this guest had a sweet tooth and suggested to the new housekeeper that she might wish to set out bonbons here and there around the house and, especially, in the widow’s room. “The tarts are especially nice,” he suggested.

Melissa hesitated and then sighed. There was a long evening to get through, there was nothing to do…and she did like sweets. She pointed to a tart and also to the trifle that she’d already enjoyed. It was excellent and she said so, pleasing the servants that she cared enough to compliment Cook.








Chapter Eleven

 

Jacob, coming up behind Verity, grasped her upper arm and turned her into a salon. “Not so fast. You are to dine in the dining room with the family. You know that.”

“I’ll not eat with that woman.”

“Wom—ah. You mean Mrs. Rumford.”

“Your lover,” she said, glaring.

“One-time lover,” he said softly, his temper rousing. “I did not invite her here, Verity.”

“But I haven’t noticed you getting rid of her either.” Verity tossed her head and turned away, crossing her arms. “Kissing her in the salon… Couldn’t you at least have closed the door?”

His brows arched up under the hair falling over his forehead. “I did not kiss her. I haven’t kissed her since London.”

“Ha. I heard her…”

“I have not touched her. Not as you mean.”

Verity cast a narrow-eyed look of disbelief over her shoulder and Jacob’s patience snapped. He twirled her around and pulled her close, one hand forcing her chin up. His mouth dropped to hers…

When, breathing rather heavily, he set her away and turned from her, he said, “I’ll not apologize.”

Verity, who had been about to demand just that, closed her mouth. She raised a hand and touched her lips. Then, reliving every moment of what had been her first passionate kiss, she shook her head in disbelief. It was so unlike anything she’d ever thought to experience that it shocked her. She just stared at him. She felt dazed, lost, very unlike herself. When he didn’t relax the rigid stance he’d adopted, she walked from the room without a word.

Jacob sighed. “Well, that was a mistake.”

A rather large one, growled a voice in his ear. That’s my granddaughter, you rake, you. You keep your hands off her.

“Does one lose all sense of propriety when one dies?” asked Jacob, acid dripping from his words. “Any gentleman I know would have gotten himself out of here the instant he saw what was toward.”

I don’t suppose you noticed, said his granduncle, but this is the second time you’ve interviewed a female and forgotten to close the door.

“I had no intentions of kissing her,” objected Jacob, on the defensive.

No, but…
There was a rather long pause and, when the ghost continued his tone had changed, a sly note appearing, Did you like it?

Jacob almost grinned. Then, angry all over again when he realized his granduncle shouldn’t suggest a man might like his granddaughter’s kisses, he said, “None of your damned business.” He too left the salon and then didn’t know what to do with himself. It was too early to go to bed. He feared running into the widow if he went to one of the salons. Finally he headed for the billiards room where he hoped he might find McAllen.

Perhaps a game or two would set his mind in a direction other than that Verity’s bedroom was just across the hall from his own. As he approached the game room, he sent a small prayer skyward that Verity would not forget to lock her doors. He didn’t entirely trust himself…

* * * * *
 

Jacob needn’t have worried because Verity didn’t go to bed. She rejoined her aunt in the sickroom.

“Thank God.”

Verity, who had been wringing out cold towels, glanced at where her Aunt Mary stood. Mary’s hands were on her hips, arms akimbo and her eyes on their patient. “Aunt?”

“He just broke out in a healing sweat. If you would wake the footman and ask for dry bedding to be brought?”

Verity looked at Rube, saw the sweat streaming off him and knew they’d succeeded. She too sent a prayer of thanks heavenward. “At once,” she said and dropped the towel back into the tub.

Half an hour later Mary told her to go to bed. Verity took one look at her aunt’s drawn features and shook her head. “He’s safe now. You are exhausted. You go to bed and I’ll watch. If I cannot stay awake, I’ll send for my aunt.”

Mary didn’t hesitate. She knew she was too near to falling asleep to keep a clear head. “You send for me if you need relieving. Jenna is recovering but she still needs far more rest than she’s willing to admit.”

Verity nodded but she was determined that she would stay awake forever if possible so her aunt could finally get some rest. She was quite certain Mary had not slept—really slept—since the night before they’d left York for High Moor and run into that trap. Once Mary was gone, she asked the footman to watch for a moment while she retrieved a book. Jacob came along the hall just then and, hearing, said he’d watch.

Verity refused to meet his eyes, merely nodding, because the memory of his kiss which she’d put firmly from her mind suddenly flooded her senses all over again. She hurried past him, almost running on her way to the library where she hoped she’d find something engrossing enough it would keep her awake…and her mind from living, still again, that kiss.

When she returned she heard the murmur of voices and quickly but silently entered the makeshift bedroom in which they’d cared for their patient.

“Must guard her…”

“She’s safe. I’m sleeping in a room next to hers.”

“Not good enough,” said Rube, his voice just a thread of sound.

Jacob grinned. “I don’t suppose you believe in ghosts?”

Rube looked startled. “Doesn’t everyone?” he asked.

“Very few in this country. I’m one. I’ve been forced to believe.”

“This has something to do with Mary?” asked Rube, the frown creasing his brow deepening.

“My granduncle’s ghost, her father, is hanging around for good reasons from his point of view. He is angry that Mary is in danger and insists he’ll not allow anyone to come near her. I assure you, he’ll wake me if any stranger, or for that matter, even one of our servants, comes near the stairs to the guestroom floor where you’ve put her.”

“Ah. Her father’s ghost? He will take great care of her…”

And before more could be said Verity saw her patient’s whole body go lax as he fell into a deep and natural sleep.

“He trusts a ghost more than he trusts me?” muttered Jacob.

“Her father,” murmured Verity.

Jacob turned quickly and, seeing her, stared at her as if he wanted to devour her—or that was the impression she got.

Forcing the words out, she explained, “He would think a father’s love and his sense of duty worth trusting.”

Jacob stalked toward her. When she didn’t move, he put his hands on her arms just below her shoulders. Still she didn’t move, only stared at him, a bemused expression giving him hope. “Let’s do it right this time,” he said softly and, slowly, giving her time to object, he lowered his head to hers. His lips touched hers lightly, lifted, shifted slightly and touched again. And again. And then, his hand going to the back of her head, he held her still and the kiss deepened, slowly, gently, perhaps even a trifle hesitantly.

After a long moment, a thud caught his attention and he lifted his mouth from hers, backed away enough to look down at her. He cast a look toward the floor and saw a book lying there, the covers tented and pages crimping slightly. He smiled a hint of a smile and instantly returned to the very enjoyable occupation of mouth on mouth—but, after another long kiss, he felt her hands pushing at his shoulder and, with a sigh, slowly and carefully released her.

“Thank you,” he said softly.

She blinked.

“For allowing me to correct the impression I must have given when I attacked you earlier today. I was angry, Verity. You wouldn’t believe me.”

She recognized the hurt in his tone and allowed herself a tentative sort of belief. “Why has she come?”

He searched her features. Her question implied belief, but was it? And what could he say? “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I’ve asked but she’ll only talk of feeling lonely, bored…and perhaps that’s all it was. Perhaps if she’d had time to choose another lover after we parted and before her husband died she’d have gone to him instead of me.”

“You are a long way north of London. If merely lonely, she could have gone to Tunbridge Wells or Bath far more easily.”

He sighed. “I doubt, frankly, that she could have afforded the cost of living in one of the spas.”

“But to travel this far north. Isn’t that expensive?” She remembered how, when orphaned, she’d feared she’d run out of money before she reached her aunt.

Jacob frowned, a line pinching up a bit of skin just between his brows. “It is expensive…” He sighed. “Verity, I don’t know. She mentioned a scandal… Perhaps she felt she had to escape. Perhaps she sold something to finance her way north?”

Verity finally gave in and asked the question that had been running around her mind ever since she’d had time to think about the woman’s unexpected arrival. “Or perhaps,” she suggested, “my grandfather’s heir put her up to it?”

He blinked. “Mud?” He stared over her shoulder and then nodded. “Yes, I can see it is possible…if she had debts and he paid them… But how could either of them have thought such a plot could succeed? He would have wanted her to get me away from here. What if I’d merely kept her here at High Moor or nearby? The dower house is empty, I think.”

Verity gave quick thought to the notion he could have sent Aunt Jenna and herself there when he decided she couldn’t live here unchaperoned. Instead of sending for Aunt Mary they might simply have moved out of High Moor and under another nearby roof. But she wouldn’t think of the implications of that—especially after his kisses.

They were talking about that woman…

Jacob had no clue to what was running through her mind and, after a moment’s thought, said, “It’s an absurd notion, Verity. Mud isn’t so stupid he’d believe I’d allow her to ruin all.”

“Perhaps he didn’t believe you’d find such an isolated estate worth a year of your life, that it would be easy to tempt you away from it.”

“Ha! If that’s the case, he doesn’t know me, does he? Not at all.”

“But then, do you really know him?”

Jacob’s frown returned. “I haven’t wanted to know him. He’s a prating hypocrite, Verity, always going on about propriety and proper form and the right people… But my granduncle told me he—” He broke off, suddenly aware that what he’d been told was not proper news for feminine ears. He went on with a different subject. “Forget I said that. Verity, I really don’t want to leave you but I must. Mary has gone up to her room and, except for our ghost, is alone. I must go up.”

“She is unprotected?” She pushed at him, urging him away from her. “Yes. Go. Quickly.”

Jacob grinned. “With my granduncle watching, she’s not unprotected, Verity. But a ghost might require a living hand to do the actual work if a stranger appeared. If my granduncle couldn’t make the villain aware of himself, I mean.” As if he could not help himself, he leaned nearer and, reaching a hand behind her head, stole one more kiss. A quick kiss. An exceedingly unsatisfying kiss… But then he drew in a sharp breath. “I must go now, immediately…or I will find it impossible to leave you.” And he went.

Verity stared at the door for a moment and then sighed. She turned—and found Rube staring at her. She blushed. “You’re awake?”

He smiled slightly. “I hadn’t noticed—”

“That I’m a fool?” she interrupted, not wishing to know what it was he’d not noticed.

His features fell into a quizzical expression. “Fool? In what way?”

“To allow that man to take liberties with my person. He is a rake. A roué of the most abandoned sort…and I don’t know what else, do I? I should allow him nowhere near me.”

“Did you like it?” asked Rube, unknowingly echoing her grandfather’s words to Jacob earlier that day.

The blush burned. “What a question. You shouldn’t put such thoughts into words.”

“Why? Loving is a perfectly natural part of life. Why should one not discuss it?”

“It’s…it’s personal. Private. Not…not something one talks about.”

“Now there is foolishness. Of course one talks about it. It is the most joyful part of life. Why should one not talk of happy things?”

Becoming cross, Verity said, “In this culture we do not do so—whatever you may do in yours.”

He chuckled. “The English. So cold. So secret and withdrawn. I will never understand you.”

“Even my aunt?”

He grinned. “Ah. Mary is a different sort of Englishwoman. She has traveled and learned. She’s thought deeply about what she’s learned. She is, perhaps, not even entirely English anymore?”

Verity ignored that provocative comment and, instead of pursuing a line of thought that disturbed her, asked, “I still do not understand what she did that was so very wicked that that king wishes her dead.”

Rube sobered instantly. “The man is insane. We tried so hard to keep her from going to him. We knew it would not turn out well. And you see it hasn’t.”

Verity’s curiosity led her to insist. “But what happened?”

“His son was ill with a wasting disease. There was nothing anyone could do but he’d heard she was a doctor. When she couldn’t help the lad and the young man died, he accused her of poisoning him. And wished to make an example of her to show what happened to people who displeased him. He meant to publicly torture her and kill her.”

Verity blanched. Her knees felt weak but fortunately she’d approached his bed as they spoke so her chair was conveniently beside her. She grasped the back and slid onto it.

His voice softened. “I should not have been so blunt.”

“Give me a moment…”

He lay there watching her. When she took a breath, whooshed it out and then met his eyes, he gave her a smile. “Better?”

Verity nodded. “I knew she’d been unable to heal the heir but not about the torture. Or if I did, I didn’t really understand? Perhaps didn’t believe…” She thought a bit more. “So that explains the attack on the road? When you were shot?”

He nodded.

“And all that happened years ago?”

“Getting on for three.”

“And he is still pursuing Aunt Mary?”

Rube nodded.

Verity shook her head. “I didn’t understand. I knew she was in danger but I didn’t realize…”

“It is why Jacob wished you and Mrs. Jennings to leave. He feared he couldn’t protect all of you. Mary, you, your Aunt Jenna.”

“And that widow and that Mr. McAllen,” said Verity absently.

“Who?” Rube’s voice sharpened on the word.

“Hm?” She sent Rube a quick glance “Oh, a widow Jacob knew when living in London. But Mr. McAllen lives not overly far from here so I’m not certain how he became involved.” She frowned, wondering if he’d escorted the woman all the way from London. She hadn’t had that impression. “They arrived behind the carriage that brought you back when you were wounded.”

Rube shifted, groaned, a hand going to his shoulder.

“You are in pain?” asked Verity, remembering she was supposed to keep him quiet.

“It isn’t that.” Again he shifted but this time more carefully. “Drat this shoulder,” he said, but continued before Verity could again question him. “Can you be certain they are not emissaries of the bastard trying to harm Mary?” he asked urgently.

“I…think so.”

“Not good enough. Send for Jacob.”

“Now? In the middle of the night?”

Rube frowned. “I don’t know what got into me that I got into the way of that bullet. How stupid of me. How can I care for Mary when I cannot even get out of bed?”

“My grandfather’s ghost won’t allow anyone near her while she sleeps. My aunt told me he meant to guard his daughter. You know he’ll not fail her so you must relax. It is time for you to sleep too. You don’t like it there in that bed, so sleep and rest and get well again. You lost an awful lot of blood, you know. And you suffered the worst fever I’ve ever seen. You can’t expect to recover instantly. You will have to trust the rest of us to see to Mary.”

He smiled but weakly. “Such a scold,” he said. “My father would have you beaten if you were to talk to him that way.”

Verity’s brows arched. “You mean my aunt never spoke to him disrespectfully? From his point of view, I mean? I cannot believe it.”

He chuckled. “It is amazing what a man will put up with when it is Mary,” was all he said and broke off to yawn. “Very well. I can do nothing. I must trust you all. But if anything happens to Mary…” His mouth firmed and his eyes had a hard look to them. “Well, there is one irrational king who will find that sometimes he has reason to fear for his life…”

Almost before he finished speaking his eyes closed and Rube fell asleep. This time he remained asleep and Verity, after a time, moved the shaded lamp so the light would fall on the page. She read far into the night.

* * * * *
 

The king’s remaining emissary brooded. He had been trained from an early age to do as he was told, to follow orders and, except for determining how to follow them, not to think for himself. But he was alone now. His master had undoubtedly died days ago. How could he even know what his king wanted when they no longer had contact? How was he to know if new orders arrived? But what could he do if he did not go on trying to take captive the woman, try to return her to his king who would make what life remained to her a living hell? He shivered, thinking of the way she’d be treated.

If he returned without her then it would be himself turned over to the torturers. He’d suffer in her place…and someone else would be sent to capture her.

The former slave groaned. There was no escape. He must try again, must make a new plan, hire new blackguards and not fail. Because if he failed here he’d also fail his wife and children at home.

That sent his thoughts in a new direction. He hoped his wife and children were safe. Had the messengers done as he’d asked? Had they taken the packets he’d sent by them to his wife? Or had they stolen the gifts that would keep his secret loves safe? The man sighed. And brooded. And wondered what he could possibly do now that those guarding the woman knew he was, once again, after months of doing almost nothing, plotting to gain control of the woman’s person.








Chapter Twelve

 

Melissa stood by her bedroom window and watched the men she now knew were not gardeners pretending to care for perfectly tended flowerbeds, prune bushes that needed no pruning, scythe grass that needed no scything… A man had been shot, had nearly died… She bit her lip. She didn’t want to find herself in danger, didn’t want to live in fear, but where could she go? What could she do other than stay here and try, on those rare occasions he was anywhere near her, to seduce Jacob away from his inheritance? Even though she knew he’d not be seduced—at least not by her. She thought of young Verity. Pretty Verity. Passionate Verity… And, as was her habit, turned away from thoughts that displeased her.

Turned them toward Lester… Oh, if only Lester were not so…bitter? So distrustful? So…nasty. Yes, nasty. Their walk… She had had such high hopes. He had seemed more…mellow? Had even hinted he wished to be private with her. But then… She turned on her heel and, with uneven jerky movements, paced the open stretch of floor between the window and the door.

I don’t want to remember what he said. I don’t want to think about it.

But how did one shut off the words in one’s head? How did one forget? And why could Lester not accept that she had had no choice? None. That she never had a choice… Bitterness flowed into her, filling her.

Why am I so unlovable? Why can no one ever love me?

The thought was a wail through her mind and, for a moment, she wanted nothing more than to throw back her head and scream out all her frustration, her fears, her…her loneliness.

And then she did. “Oh God, I am so alone.”

The man outside her door, his hand raised to knock, hesitated. The hand dropped. Lester McAllen, a faint frown creasing his high brow, backed away and turned and, musing on what he’d heard, returned to his room. Not the words so much but that there had been true anguish in them. He was surprised that the woman he thought her to be could feel anything that deeply—even something so selfish.

She was young when we fell in love. Young and untried and, for the most part, untrained. So what did I see in her that it still hurts? It wasn’t merely a lust for her or I’d not have hurt for so long. So what do I remember that might explain it?

They’d grown up neighbors but it wasn’t until she was almost sixteen that she suddenly, between one of his visits home and the next, bloomed into womanhood, an enticing alteration in his old playfellow that instantly roused certain emotions. He smiled wryly. That was lust. At least in part.

But it was far more complicated than that and Lester forced himself to recall the bits and pieces of time they’d stolen. They’d walked the Downs, for instance, exploring the world of nature. It had been new to her. He remembered her wide-eyed amazement at the intricacy of a tiny spring flower, how she’d innocently admitted she’d never really looked at a flower, never seen how complicated they were, how beautiful—not just for making a bouquet, but in and of themselves.

And there had been the time he’d seen the baby fox poke its nose from a den and he’d made her crouch down and keep still. And again that wonderful openness to something new, something wonderful. She had turned quick glances toward him, wide-eyed, awed and full of silent laughter at the kits’ antics as they played in the open area before their lair.

There were other memories. He remembered not just their growing love for each other but how she’d expressed a…a tender gratitude to him for showing her a world she’d not known existed.

Lester paced. And thought. Remembered and wondered, and finally lifted his head to stare at nothing at all. “Can she possibly have lost all that sense of wonder? Is it all gone? Has she become so…withdrawn, so self-centered, she can never go back?”

Yesterday, when they’d walked into the walled garden, she hadn’t found the flower he’d handed her of any interest. Merely twirled it and cast him a glance.

“A hopeful glance? Hoping…what? And what did I hope to find in her?”

Lester sighed. They couldn’t go back. No one could do that.

In his mind, he heard again her cry of pain. That anguish tore at his heart, at the love he’d once felt for her, the love he’d tried to tear from his very soul.

Obviously, the wry thought passed through his mind, I didn’t fully succeed.

Realist that he was, Lester sat himself down, gave careful thought to where exactly his life had come and where he wanted it to go and finally, his decision made, rose to his feet.

They couldn’t go back…but they might go forward.

* * * * *
 

And at about that same moment, the king’s last emissary discovered he was hungry and went down to the public room to request a meal—although he almost gagged at the thought of the food he’d be given. No fruit. The vegetables cooked with no thought of seasoning or what they looked like or how they would feel in the mouth…and, given the inn’s host’s wife, badly cooked as well. And the meat. So much meat. He sighed and longed for home, for his wife’s gentle touch with the spices, the rich combination of viands that made his mouth water with anticipation… But there was nothing for it. One had to eat.

He paused in the doorway to the public room, wondering why so many women were gathered around one of the tables. He heard a rich male laugh and a teasing comment to the effect that only one could purchase that particular ribbon since there was only one. “A popular color,” said the voice. “Next time I’ll make sure I have more, but which of you will win this one?” he asked and held it up, safe, away from three pairs of reaching hands.

The agent edged nearer, looked between two of the younger women who glared at each other. Each had taken hold of an end of still another ribbon.

An older woman across the table plucked a packet of needles from the litter of goods spread out for viewing and held it up. “How much?” asked the widow, her black garb and gray hair revealing her as such. She was told and, carefully, counted out small coins into the packman’s hand.

“Ladies, ladies,” he chided, turning back to the three who argued over the first ribbon. “You cannot all buy it. You must decide.”

Another woman plucked a comb out of the mess, bought it. Another a silver thimble, a gift, she told a friend, for her goddaughter and, at the other end of the table, another packet of needles was purchased.

The inn’s host came into the room, stopped at his foreign guest’s side and sighed. “It is always the same whenever the packman arrives. There is no work from the women of this village until they’ve spent their last pence, I think.”

“He comes often?”

“Merely twice a year, thank the good Lord. He visits villages and great houses ‘round about and wealthy farmers’ wives. Walking miles carrying that huge pack.” The innkeeper thrust his chin toward a large bundle laid near the man’s feet. “I wish they’d finish fingering his wares and spending their pence. There is work to be done and if someone doesn’t get back to the kitchen, dinner will be ruined.”

The emissary wondered how it could be ruined worse than usual—although it seemed everyone but himself managed to wolf down the offerings with gusto. “I too hope they return soon to their cooking. I am hungry,” he added, turning a quick look toward the innkeeper who still glowered.

After a moment his words registered and the innkeeper looked up. “Hungry? I’ll go dish you up a plate,” he said and disappeared.

Gradually the women left off their ooh-ing and aah-ing and more and more of them departed with their small treasures until only the three young women, all of whom wanted the same ribbon, glared at each other.

“But, ladies,” laughed the genial packman, “there is only the one. I could cut it… No?” He laughed at their instant response to that suggestion. “Then you will have to toss the dice to see who wins it,” he said as they pulled the ribbon first one way and then another. Gently, he released it from their clutching hands and rolled it around his finger. “Come now. Will you agree to a game of chance, the ribbon to the winner?”

One, the youngest, sighed and turned away.

“She don’t gamble,” said the taller of the two remaining, “but I do. Gimme the dice.”

She rolled. They peered at the cubes. The other one rolled and, gleefully, reached for the ribbon, which was pulled away from her. “It is mine,” she said, pouting.

“I haven’t seen your money, my dear, and until I do…” He held his hand high above his head where, even jumping, she could not reach it. “Sixpence, luv. Only a tiny silver sixpence.”

The girl fell back and glared at him. “You said thruppence for the ribbons.”

“That was before the value of the thing rose so high.”

“I ain’t got sixpence.”

The other woman chortled. “I do. I’ve got sixpence. It is mine then.” She dug into a thin purse and counted out six pennies. “There,” she said.

The ribbon was handed over and the two, squabbling, left the room. The packman seemed to deflate. He sat down with a bit of a thud and wiped his brow, looked up and saw the agent watching him, and grinned. “Glad that’s over. Feared a bit of a dustup there. Ladies sometimes fight over my wares when they want something bad enough.”

The glimmering of an idea seeped into the agent’s head. He patted the table to the side of him. “Come. Sit. I am new to your country and a stranger to all this, so tell me about your life on the road and how you sell your wares. I will buy you your dinner and you can eat while you entertain me,” he added, easily bribing the man to his will.

The packman, never turning down a free meal but willing to pay for it by telling tales, gladly seated himself. His stories were funny or sad but always revealing human nature and, when the agent still didn’t quite understand exactly how the man made his living, he freely answered the questions asked him. He finished a second mug of the innkeeper’s good ale, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and stood.

“Thankee very much,” he said. “Very good indeed, but I’ve got to put my feet to the road now. A long way to go yet today.”

The agent merely nodded. His mind was busy considering how he might use his new knowledge as a means of attaining entrance to High Moor Hall. What he’d do once there, he didn’t know. But gaining entrance was the first step. Perhaps if he arrived late in the afternoon…needed a place to sleep? The packman said he often slept in barns and sometimes in kitchens on the floor near the fire…inside the house.

He’d be inside if he managed that. And then surely something would occur to him.

* * * * *
 

Verity stared at her aunt. “I don’t understand what you mean,” she said.

But Verity’s tone was such that Jenna very much feared her niece understood and was angry about it. The older woman bit her lip. Perhaps she’d gone too far in her wish to see things settled? “What is there to understand? I merely suggested you think about your future, did I not?”

“You merely hinted that I should think about a future with Jacob Moorhead,” said Verity with a bluntness that had her aunt wincing. “You cannot deny that is what you meant. You would see me married to a roué, a gambler, a wastrel? Oh, I don’t know words bad enough!” She grimaced. “Not English words anyway.”

That wry addendum made Jenna chuckle. “You could say what you mean in Italian then?” She sobered. “But that means you know words you should not know, even if they are in a foreign tongue. What was my sister thinking to allow it?”

“My mother thought of very little beyond my father. It was a mutual sort of thing.” Verity, who had been standing by her aunt’s chaise, began to pace. “I want a love like that. Well, not exactly like that, because I hope I’d not forget my children as they often forgot about us, but that special…that very special warmth? That closeness? That utter faith in the other, faith they were there for each other? Always?” Verity drew in a deep breath and turned to stare at her aunt. “It is, I think, a very good thing they both died in that accident, because I do not think the one could have gone on living if the other were dead…or, at the least, live on and retain their sanity.”

Jenna sighed. “I do wish I’d not been so against their union, Verity. So unforgiving and judgmental.”

I too wish it, Honey, my love. We might still have the both of them if we’d had more sense.

“Your grandfather wishes the same thing, Verity.”

Verity grimaced. “You and your ghost,” she said.

“My ghost wants you married to Jacob,” said Jenna.

Love, love, he chided softly. My very blunt and straightforward love!

“I will not wed where I cannot trust.”

“I notice you do not say where you cannot love…”

Verity stiffened. “How could I possibly love a man like Jacob who debauches himself and drinks to excess and how am I supposed to know what else?”

“Who no longer drinks? Who has done everything he can do to see Mary safe? Who has organized and overseen and worried and fretted and—” She stopped when Verity held up her hand.

“Enough. It is true I cannot make the man he seems to be fit with the man we know him to be.”

“Or perhaps the man he was in London was not so bad as rumor had it? Perhaps he had fallen into bad ways and even when bored with them hadn’t thought of a way out of his rut?”

“You would say he has changed? Instantly? That he will not return to his old…entertainments?” Her sarcasm was cold and clear as a chunk of ice.

So it was to Verity’s surprise that Jenna nodded. “I truly believe he has put that life behind him. I know he is interested in the estate, in learning to guard it well and in the healthy country life he can live here. And,” said Jenna, her voice softening, “I think he has begun to develop hopes he may do so with you at his side.”

Verity’s mouth tightened.

Jenna sighed. “I am not asking that you instantly agree to wed him, my girl, but that you put your prejudices behind you and look at the man you see here, the living man, the actions of this man, his hopes for the future, the emotions driving him now.”

In turn, Verity sighed. “Very well. I will try. But I’ll not wed where I cannot trust,” she repeated, stating the words firmly. She turned on her heel and left the room, closing the door with just a bit of a snap.

“How will it end?” asked Jenna.

As it will, was the response. Let us forget the younger generation and think only of ourselves for a time. Ah, my Jenna, my love…

Jenna laid her head back and, a tiny smile playing around her lips, listened to her lover make verbal love to her, the only kind in which they could, for now, indulge.

* * * * *
 

Verity, still in something of a temper, met Jacob coming toward her aunt’s room. “You,” she said with something very close to loathing.

His brows arched up under the curls falling over his forehead. “What have I done now?” he asked.

“Nothing.” She grimaced. “Nothing at all.”

After a moment’s pause, he asked, “Then there is something I should have done?”

Verity glanced at him, a trifle surprised by his question. “No, why should there be?”

“Verity, my dear, you do not look at a man as you looked at me unless you are very angry with him. So what have I done—or not done—to rouse your anger?”

Verity couldn’t think how to respond. She could hardly tell him her aunt had done as much as order her to wed him. That was out of the question. She could hardly tell him she wanted—oh, how she wanted—him to be the man he could be and not the man he’d once been.

“Verity?” He reached for her, tugged her near and held her close, settling her head against his shoulder, a hand holding it there, and then…just held her.

After a moment she struggled until he allowed her to move free of him. “Why did you do that?”

He blinked. “I don’t exactly know.” Then he frowned. “You seemed to need comforting perhaps?”

“What an odd thought. Why the devil would I need comforting?”

“I don’t know, do I? That’s where this conversation began, I think. Something has angered you. Something I’ve done or haven’t done. But if you refuse to tell me then I cannot change it, or fix it, or somehow make it right for you.”

She laughed. “Why would you want to make anything, whatever it might be, right for me?”

“Because I cannot bear it when you are angry with me,” he responded.

“That…sounded sincere. Are you…” she hesitated a moment and then rushed on, “the sort who must have everyone like you?”

“Why would anyone think everyone should like one?”

“Well, if it isn’t that…”

“It is that I want you to like me.”

Verity felt herself tense. What could he possibly mean by that?

“You, Verity. I want you to like me.” After a moment when she still didn’t respond, he smiled—but there was a sort of sad note there also. “Is it so impossible to like me?”

“No.” She gave in as she said what was on her mind. “Not if I could believe the man you seem to be is the man you are.”

He started to respond, shut his mouth, frowned, tipped his head a trifle to one side, eying her—and finally asked, “Did that make sense?”

Verity bit her lip. “Probably not. I’ve got to check with the housekeeper. I’m late as it is.” She turned away.

“Verity.”

She paused but didn’t look around.

“Think about what you just said and see if you can put it into words I will understand.”

“It isn’t important.”

“Oh, but it is.”

“Important?”

“Very.”

That had her swinging around to stare at him.

“Very important, Verity.”

She believed him but she didn’t know why. And there was no way she could possibly continue what was becoming far too tense a conversation. “The housekeeper…” she said and hurried on her way.

Jacob stared after her. A faint tight smile tipped just the corners of his mouth. “Ah, my stubborn little love…” The half smile faded. “But then, it is rare that attaining a goal easily makes one feel it worthwhile and attaining your…affection, my dear, is, I am beginning to think, a very worthwhile goal indeed.”

She was long gone when he turned and continued on his way to Jenna’s room.

Verity’s mind wandered more than once during her daily discussion with the new housekeeper who had finally reached some sort of truce with Emma. The woman had Jenna to thank for that of course. Emma’s ears still turned red every time she thought of the scold she’d received—but she still preferred Jenna’s ways to Mrs. Brownley’s newfangled notions. Fortunately her rigid spine and little rebellions were of a nature they could be ignored.

“I think that is all,” said the housekeeper and rose to her feet.

But she didn’t sound quite certain and Verity stared after her. She shook her head, sighed again and wondered why she spent so much time worrying about everyone else when she had her own problems to concern her. She looked down at the desk. Open in front of her were the accounts she must check. There were vases needing flowers. There were the wounded to check—although all three of the men, even Rube, seemed to be doing well. Heaven only knew what else she had to do before she would be free to find the solitude to think of her own problems.

* * * * *
 

Lester McAllen sent a footman to Mary, requesting an interview. Mary, who had just finished helping Rube eat his lunch, responded that she would meet Lester in the winter garden where Rube, now he was recovering, insisted she must take exercise each afternoon—but not until she was assured the garden was unoccupied by anyone else and that the walls were guarded while she was inside.

Mary found the whole situation perfectly normal, a life she’d lived for the last few years, but Lester, finding her waiting patiently in the hall outside the door to the room from which she would exit directly into the garden, didn’t know that. He frowned as he approached her. “Lady Mary, you needn’t have awaited me here in the hall.”

Mary explained.

Lester’s brows rose. “But this is appalling. I know of the recent attempt to kidnap you but I was unaware this has been going on for so long. Is there nothing to be done about it?”

She chuckled. “Nothing but that I take care that I not be taken.” There was a tap at the door from inside the room. She opened it. “All clear?” she asked the guard who had checked the garden and the room she must pass through to reach it. Soon she and Lester were strolling the paths. “I am surprised to see you here,” she said, casting him a teasing glance.

“I was acting the fool when you met me in India, was I not?”

“Oh yes. And I will admit that despite my lectures, I was sure you’d decided to remain foolish. What changed your mind?”

“You did.”

“Nonsense. When we parted you were determined to live out your life there in Madras—which, given how badly your health had deteriorated, would not have been so very many years. Now it is a decade later, you are in England and looking hale and hearty. I can have had nothing to do with that.”

“It took another bout of fever and a long recuperation in the cool of a hill station, where your words kept coming back to me. I had saved enough to live a comfortable life. Moreover, I’d received word from England that my godfather left me a rundown estate that badly needed someone’s hands on the reins. And most important…” He paused, stalking on several more steps. There was a choked quality to his voice when he resumed. “When I stopped to really think about it, I’d no real desire to commit suicide, as you accused me of doing by ignoring all the signs—the frequent illnesses, for instance.”

“So you came home. And the estate?”

“Productive now, comfortable but not so large as to be a burden,” he responded promptly. “I’ll never be able to thank you for all you did.”

“I did nothing,” she repeated firmly. “Tell me about the estate.” That was also said in a tone that clearly stated she’d listen to no more comments concerning her part in his decision to return to England.

He told her. Occasionally a story made her laugh. Once she turned to him and placed a hand on his arm, looking up at him. He put his hand over hers and squeezed gently.

Melissa, watching from a first-floor window, felt tears welling. Anger followed the tears. He’d no right to treat that woman with the tenderness he refused to give her. No right to withhold forgiveness when she’d done nothing for which she needed forgiving. Oh well, perhaps the life I led after I married? Perhaps for that I need forgiveness. Even though the marriage was utterly intolerable.

Besides, other women led that…interesting…sort of life and were not taken to task for it. Others did not have to pay again and again for wanting to find someone who would love them—even just a little. The anger faded and the tears returned. Then, angrily, she wiped them away.

He’s mine, she thought, turning again to the window and torturing herself by watching the easy communication between the two strolling the garden paths below. “Somehow I’ll make him admit it,” she whispered. “Somehow…”

The two entered the house and, for some time, Melissa continued staring at the empty garden. While she stood staring blankly, considering ways of convincing Lester he should treat her more kindly, a movement caught her eye.

Jacob. The sight of him jolted her back to the real world. She’d been paid—not well, but paid—to seduce Jacob and take him away from the estate. “But he won’t even talk to me, so how can I?”

She watched for a bit longer.

“I don’t want to,” she muttered. “I don’t. I want Lester.” She turned away from the window and began pacing, thinking, planning—and discarding each and every plan, afraid Lester would see through her machinations and look at her in the scornful way she found so hurtful. Heaving a tremendous sigh, she turned back to the window.

Miss Verity entered the garden, saw Jacob and hesitated, almost turning back—but too late. Jacob smiled, came toward her, his pace changing from a stroll to a firm stride. Melissa watched him come to her, watched him hold out his hand, gesturing, obviously suggesting they walk together.

She pretends to hesitate, thought Melissa, the snide notion rising from what she herself might do when pretending coyness she didn’t really feel. Melissa nodded, a firm nod of affirmation, when, still hesitating, Verity put her fingers on the offered arm. Melissa felt a hot burning sensation and realized it was jealousy.

“But I don’t want him… I don’t,” she repeated as if trying to convince herself. She blinked, a vision of Lester filling her mind. The picture was replaced by one of Jacob—and back and forth until, reaching up, she ran the fingers of both hands into her hair, closed her fists and tugged. “I don’t want him. I don’t,” she insisted. “So why do I feel this way?”

And, once again, that sensation of loneliness swept up and through her, feeling like a huge weight bearing her down. She collapsed onto the nearby chaise lounge, tears running down her cheeks. One fist beat at the upholstery. The other clutched the edge of a pillow. The hot tears coursed down and dripped. What finally caught her attention was the fact that her nose was about to drip. She jerked up and searched her clothing for a handkerchief.

The door opened as she used it, a loud, crude and unladylike usage. Still holding the delicate linen to her face, she looked over her shoulder…and the bitter thought ran through her mind. Of course. I look my worst, so it is Lester.

“My dear, are you ill? Have you caught a chill?” asked Lester.

“A chill.” It was an excuse and far less embarrassing than admitting she’d cried tears of hurt mixed with those of rage. “I fear…”

“You must go to bed at once. I will find someone to fix you a draft of willow bark which is helpful in such cases.”

“Willow…”

Lester crossed the room, sat on the edge of the chaise. He put a hand on her forehead. “The other day…we walked too long in the garden.” He felt slightly guilty but not as much as he thought he should. They’d not walked all that long…had they? His eyes narrowed.

“I am prone to…to…” she began but, somehow not wishing to lie to him, didn’t know how to finish. She looked at him, a helpless, needy look.

“It is all right,” he soothed. “Now you must rest and I’ll send you up a dose that will help you. You’ll feel better in the morning.”

Alarm filled Melissa. He’d have hours to pursue Lady Mary…or that Verity that Jacob seemed to like too well. She collapsed. What difference did it make? She’d no chance with him, no chance at all to go back to where they’d once been. She doubted he’d even be so much as a friend to her now.

“Very well.”

“After you’ve had a bit of a rest, I’ll bring a book and read to you. It will help to pass the time.”

He rose to his feet and, his back to her, noticed neither the surprise nor the hope that filled her. Melissa, when the door closed behind him, sighed. It seemed she was either in alt or in the depths.

Can there never be a happy medium for me?

Much to her surprise she drifted off to sleep and roused only briefly when a maid brought in a glass in which an impatient Verity had mixed a dose of willow for Jacob’s unwanted guest. She didn’t believe in the chill. She, far more astute than Lester, wondering why Melissa cried, suspected a bout of temper. Where Verity was wrong was in thinking it had to do with Jacob. Melissa had given up feeling guilty that she meant to stop pursuing Jacob. Jacob was a lost cause entirely. Besides, she no longer wanted to pursue him.

She wanted Lester…

“Oh, if he’d like me even a little…” she muttered, half asleep. And then fell to dreaming lovely dreams in which she was young again, walking across sunlit meadows at Lester’s side, listening to him talk of things she’d never thought about, learning from him…and loving him…

* * * * *
 

Verity accomplished those chores required by the mistress of a house—even a makeshift mistress such as she felt herself to be—more by habit than thoughtful care. She kept remembering the hour she’d wasted walking and talking with Jacob. At one moment she berated herself for succumbing to the false charms of a practiced rake, the next she dreamed dreams that were unlikely ever to come true.

I am who I am, whatever Aunt Mary says. I am my mother’s daughter. I am Aunt Jenna’s niece. Worst of all was the conclusion that followed those first thoughts and had her on the edge of tears. I am not worthy of him. Roué, sot, gambler—and still I’m not worthy of him.

Finished with the tasks she’d taken on herself to do, she climbed the stairs to Mary’s suite. “I think you should rest,” she told her aunt. “My reading voice is not so good as yours, but surely it is good enough?” She glanced at where Rube sat, head back and eyes half closed, listening to Mary read.

“You are more than adequate,” said Rube, those clear brown eyes opening and staring at her. “Mary, go rest,” he ordered. “I trust Jacob to see to your safety and you must as well.”

“As if it were my safety I worried about!” Then, blushing slightly, she rose to her feet, handed the book to Verity and stalked into the bedroom, on through it, to her bed in the dressing room.

After the second door closed with a snap, Rube gestured. “Sit. Talk to me. Tell me what is happening.”

“I thought you’d talked to Jacob.”

“He hasn’t time to do more than give me an outline of how he means to protect us. There are other things I would know. For instance, did the magistrate ever appear?”

Verity’s eyes lit up and she grinned. “He did. He was not at all happy with what Jacob had to say. Nor has he, according to the groom Jacob sent to help him, found the dead man. He has been heard to mutter that it is all a hum—but he cannot think how to explain away your wound or the lesser ones the guards received, nor the evidence of drivers, grooms and Mary and myself.”

“And that of Mrs. Rumford?”

Verity chuckled. “Mrs. Rumford can say no more than that she heard shots and, when no one came to explain, she feared she was being abducted by white slavers and carried off to who knew what fate. She was quite dramatic and more than a trifle flirtatious in the telling. Our magistrate was quite impressed. At least he never stopped staring at…her…” she broke off, avoiding the word she’d meant to use.

“She has a rather impressive bosom, does she not?” asked Rube, mincing no words.

Verity blushed.

He noticed and it was his turn to laugh. “You English. You have such odd notions of what is shameful. Why should you blush when speaking of what is only natural?”

Verity felt even hotter but her chin rose. “I suppose we are taught that things having to do with the body are not to be discussed.”

He nodded. “That is what Mary says. I cannot understand it.” A faint frown creased his brow as he mulled it over. Then he shook his head. Finally he looked up and met Verity’s eyes. “I need to get up.”

The blush had receded but now it returned. Ignoring it, she came to him, steadied him as he rose to his feet and allowed him to place a hand on her shoulder. She tried to turn toward the bedroom door but was restrained. She glanced up at him.

“The room isn’t large enough for exercise. We’ll go into the hall.”

“Exercise?” Her eyes widened. “Oh. Exercise.”

“You were thinking,” he teased, “of another of those perfectly natural human behaviors?”

“I was. I would appreciate it,” she added, a bit stiffly, “if you would cease to tease me about such things.”

They had traversed the hall to the end and were turning back when Jacob appeared. “You are too small to be doing that,” he scolded and hurried to take Verity’s place.

“I will admit,” said Rube, “that I feel far more stable with my hand on your arm. Besides, I feared young Verity would let me fall on purpose.”

“Nonsense. Verity would do nothing of the sort. Why should she?”

“Because I have been teasing her,” said Rube, smiling at Verity who stood to one side, her arms folded. “I apologize,” he added, stopping near her.

She nodded. “Accepted. Haven’t you done enough?”

He sighed. “Very likely. Mary has been cosseting me and coddling me and not allowing me to lift a finger. It is not good. I’m weak as a straw.” They moved back into the sitting room and Rube settled himself in his chair. “Don’t tell her I’ve been a bad boy,” he ordered. “And, if you would be kind enough to hand me that book, I’ll just read to myself. There is nothing wrong with my eyes, after all.” He held out his hand and, after a moment’s hesitation, Verity handed it over. “I would be alone for a while. There can be no danger surely?” He caught and held Jacob’s gaze.

Now it was Jacob’s turn to hesitate. Then he nodded. “Come along, Verity. It will soon be time to bring up a luncheon.”

Rube groaned and mumbled something about gaining weight.

“I must come with it,” continued Jacob, “to see it arrives safely so I need to be where I can be sent for when the kitchen is ready to fill a tray.”

Verity glanced at him. She hadn’t known Jacob’s sense of responsibility had extended so far. It was another indication she had overreacted to the general opinion of him as a womanizer, a drunkard and a gambler. His reputation had been painted with such broad strokes they hid all the finer details of his character, details that surfaced soon after his arrival at High Moor. And, just perhaps, those original brushstrokes had been painted by an amateur artist or one mimicking the spoofing prints of the caricaturists, so popular with London society, everything exaggerated beyond belief. Except, of course, she had believed.

Then their first meeting had been unfortunate. She’d been tired. He hadn’t known of Aunt Jenna’s illness, an illness for which she blamed him. His cheerfully loud arrival had had her fearing for her aunt’s recovery, her weak heart. She sighed. To be honest, if it would not have been for her aunt’s concern that all be right for the heir’s arrival, then something else would have set the illness off. The attack had been his fault only in that he happened to be the something.

“You are very quiet, Verity,” he said. They reached the stairs and he took her arm to help her down them.

“I…am still confused,” she said. “I am trying to learn to be fair to you.”

A startled laugh erupted but was cut off instantly. “Fair?”

“I have been blaming you for Aunt Jenna’s illness. It isn’t right to do so. A weak heart… Well, it could be anything or nothing. She might have tried to lift something she shouldn’t, for instance. Would I blame the thing she tried to lift? No,” she answered her own question. “So I should not blame you for setting off a whirlwind round of cleaning here at High Moor. Even if the heir to the earldom had been the person who came to claim the estate, it would not have been his fault. Aunt Jenna was so worried about the late earl during his last illness that she allowed the house to get in the condition she only discovered once he died. If you see what I mean?”

“You mean it is your grandfather’s fault she had her heart failure,” he said in a judicious tone and with a quick sideways glance toward her. They crossed the landing and started down the next flight of stairs. “You were supposed to react to that so I could respond and we could have had a nice air-clearing argument and then we could have put it all behind us. After making up, of course…” he added with a hint of laughter. Still she said nothing, merely frowning a slightly more frowny frown and allowing her teeth to bite down gently on her lower lip. He waited. Still nothing. “What is it, Verity?”

“I…don’t know.”

He sighed. “I think you do, but you aren’t saying, are you? Just remember that when you are ready to talk I’ll be more than happy to oblige you with a friendly ear.”

“I’ll…remember.”

“Good.” They’d reached the front hall where a footman came forward. “Time to check the luncheon?” he asked. The young man nodded. “Very well. Verity…” Again he sighed that very soft sigh. “No, now is not the time…”

He touched her cheek with one finger, a gentle caress that widened her eyes—but then before she could say a word, he turned and, with that deceptively long stride, he disappeared through the baize-covered door leading to the kitchens. Verity stared after him for a long moment. Then, the footman clearing his throat, she realized she was embarrassing the poor man and she too turned on her heel—but she exited the house through the front door.

A walk. She needed a long walk…

And, her mind in turmoil, she gave no thought to the danger of it. She headed down the drive toward the lane and, turning out the gates, headed for a path she’d discovered soon after her arrival. Turning into it, she began the rather steep climb up onto the moors. Head down, hands clasped behind her back, she wandered, thinking, wondering…hoping…

“Lady Mary?”

Verity, startled by the voice, swung around. She was grasped in strong arms and heard a satisfied voice say, “Got ye now.” And then, she was spun around by her captor so her back was to him and a stunning blow felled her. She passed out—something for which, later, she gave herself a worse scold than she knew she’d receive from Jacob.

Assuming she ever saw Jacob again.








Chapter Thirteen

 

“So where is she?” Jacob tore at his hair, still holding it as he swung around. “Where is her grandfather? Why isn’t he telling us where she’s gone to? Why—”

Shut up and let me do what I can do. I can’t with you yelling and scolding and swearing fit to raise more of the dead than me.

Jenna, worried almost out of her mind, still managed to laugh at the sour tone she heard in her dead lover’s voice. “Jacob, he’s trying. Just be patient. After all, he’d know if she were dead, wouldn’t he?” But she wondered. His deceased lordship had never mentioned communicating with any other dead…only with the living. Jenna closed her mouth tightly, refusing to share this new worry with the others.

“Have you had that shed checked? The one you once mentioned was hiding one of our enemies?” asked Rube.

“First thing. The fire was days old and there were no possessions lying around. That man is gone.”

Rube nodded and lay back against the chaise, his hand to his shoulder. He wished he were able to get up and do his part in finding the missing woman. “She must have been taken by mistake. They’ve no reason to hurt Verity. And it is possible our enemy’s minions don’t know what Mary looks like, is it not? She’ll be returned to us once the error is seen.”

But returned by asking for what in exchange? My Mary perhaps? he wondered. As had Jenna with her notion, Rube kept his new worry to himself.

Jacob could not be soothed. “Blast the woman. What can she have done? Where can she have gone? Why?”

“Verity liked to take long walks,” said Jenna after a moment when no one else responded to Jacob’s query. “I’ve been told, when I was ill, she went out for over an hour, sometimes as much as two.”

“But she was last seen hours and hours ago,” said Jacob, not soothed. “And why would she be foolish enough to go for a walk when she knows the dangers?”

Jenna wondered that too but, again, didn’t dare express the conclusion she drew. Jacob was already far too irrational. He didn’t need guilt added to his mixed emotions. But Jenna thought it highly possible that Verity, confused and unhappy, wondering about Jacob’s intentions, convinced that even if they were honorable she could not accept a proposal, had taken herself off with no thought at all to danger, only conscious of her own mixed-up passions.

“Drat the girl,” muttered Jenna.

Mary moved from where she sat at Rube’s feet to the chair at Jenna’s side. “Tell me?” she asked softly.

Jenna glanced at her friend. Lowering her voice to a thread of sound, she said, “I think Verity is fighting her emotions. She’ll not accept a slip on the shoulder but I wonder if she’d accept an honorable proposal either.”

Mary blinked. “Why would she not? The two of them have been smelling of April and May for days and days now.”

“She won’t think herself good enough for him,” said Jenna still more softly. Guilt filled her at the thought of her insistence that one did not wed out of one’s class, at her disapproval of Verity’s mother wedding the earl’s son.

Mary thought about that, concluded Jenna might be right and compressed her lips for a long moment. And then, bursting from her, she too said, “Drat the girl.” After another moment’s thought she asked, “She hasn’t merely run away, has she?”

Jenna frowned. Then she beckoned to the footman who stood near the door pretending he heard nothing of what went on. He came to Jenna’s side instantly. “Find the maid who is doing for my niece,” said Jenna. “Have the chit check Verity’s armoire. She is to see if any of Verity’s wardrobe is missing.” Jenna turned to Mary. “However confused she may be, she’ll not have run off with nothing to wear.”

Mary nodded.

Silence fell in the room except for the sound of Jacob’s boots as he paced back and forth, back and forth.

* * * * *
 

Verity half woke and was instantly aware of her aching head. She lay flat on her back, under some rough material. A jounce lifted her head. When it fell back, she was again unconscious.

Later she woke. The thing on which she lay no longer moved but she felt sick, her stomach badly unsettled. Weak, she struggled to move, to pull away the cover. It was snatched from her hands, pressed back down.

“I’ll hit you again if you make a sound,” said a rough voice. “You’ll be where you’re going soon enough now. But not a sound, you hear me?”

Verity lay still, fighting her rebellious stomach, conscious of pain in her head as if her skull wanted to explode. She moaned but did it softly. “Why?” she asked but got no response. Then, the wheels moving again and dropping into a rut, her head hitting the boards with a hard whack, she passed out. Still again.

Later, her spinning head not allowing much in the way of understanding, she heard voices arguing…

It was dark when next she roused. Above her the night sky was clear, bright with stars. She felt ill, her skin clammy, her clothes damp. Slowly, carefully, she tried to make sense of things. She noticed branches above her, felt the dirt under her fingers. She decided she lay under a hedge at the edge of a field. Nearby a sheep chomped a mouthful of grass. Farther on a dog barked. Barked again and was shushed.

She shivered, tried to remember…a cart? Jouncing over rough, rutted lanes? To where? Why?

A wet nose startled her, snuffling at her. Fear made her cringe, pull away, but then she saw its outline against the sky. The dog. It had come seeking her. “Good dog,” she murmured and, wondering at how weak she felt, raised a hand to dig her fingers into his ruff. “Help me?” He seemed to understand, backed away a bit, pulling her up as he moved and she clutched. She sat, head hanging, her hands moving from his hair to her own, fingers running into it, pushing it back. Finally she decided she would not be sick as she’d feared. “Good boy,” she said again, this time more strongly. She once again grasped the hair at the back of his head, her fingers digging in, obviously pleasing him.

It seemed forever before she felt herself steady enough she might be able to get up, might walk.

The first attempt she wobbled, lowered herself instantly back to the ground. The dog woofed—a questioning sound. She breathed deeply. “I’ll try again. In a moment…”

The second time she managed to keep her feet, holding a prickly branch of the hedge to steady herself. Another deep, deep breath. “Very well,” she muttered. “I’m up. Now what?”

The dog trotted off a few paces, looked back, came back and trotted off in the same direction.

“You think I should follow you?” she asked.

The dog, just as if he understood her, moved a few more steps.

Verity sighed. Took a step herself, found she had to loosen her grip on the branch, then another. Another. Uncertain after each step if she could manage still another, she slowly, painfully, crossed the rough meadow to where, faintly, she could see some sort of hut. A shepherd’s hut?

Nearing it, the dog barked. Barked again. Was sworn at. Barked more shrilly. “Better be a reason for your nonsense, Rowdy. I’ll thrash you within an inch of—” But the shepherd had gotten a look at the woman standing beside his dog, seen instantly that something was wrong with her. “Drunk?” he asked bluntly.

“I think…I was kidnapped,” said Verity, and sank to her knees and then to the ground. Once again the blessed darkness took her, took the pain, the knowledge something was very wrong.

* * * * *
 

Jacob shook his fists into the air. “Where is she? What has happened to her? It has been two days now.”

“Not quite,” said Mary in an attempt to soothe his worry. “Less than thirty-six hours. Jacob, it will do no one, including Verity, any good, your pacing holes in the carpet. Those dark circles under your eyes suggest you didn’t sleep last night. Despite all the warnings that you should be here if news came, you went out hunting for her, did you not?”

Jacob fell into a chair. Luckily it was a sturdy one and merely creaked under his weight. He put his elbows on the arms and his face in his hands and groaned.

“Waiting. It is the hardest thing we ever have to do,” said Mary softly.

“We do it. It is a woman’s thing,” said Jenna. “Men go off and frighten women out of their minds and never understand why we worry.”

Melissa laughed a short sharp, faintly sneering laugh. “They don’t care, do they? Just go off and do whatever it is they think they must do. And then come home and are surprised that their wives and daughters want to kill them.”

Lester, who sat beside her on a sofa reached for her hand. He squeezed it. “When did you ever have to wait and worry?” he asked softly.

“When I was being driven to the church and worrying that you would not come to my rescue,” she said, her voice equally soft but her bitterness unhidden.

Lester was silenced. But he gave her hand another squeeze and didn’t release it. Melissa held very still, their hands hidden by her skirts. And, once again, allowed just the hint of hope to rise within her breast.

Rube rose to his feet and, matching Jacob step for step, paced beside him. Jacob, having sat still for perhaps all of a minute, was once again on his feet.

Jenna looked up, around. “Mel?” she asked.

She is not dead. More I cannot say. I cannot find her. If only she would call me.

Jenna heard anguish in that. “I am so sorry,” she said. “If only there was something I, any of us, could do.”

* * * * *
 

Evening arrived and with it Verity groaned.

“’Bout time you was coming to,” said a gruff voice.

She opened her eyes. Slowly memory returned. Carefully, she turned her head from side to side. “The ache is mostly gone,” she said, surprised.

“You slept the whole long day,” the shepherd responded. “Time enough for a knob on the back of the head to go away. Rowdy here has been worried about you. Wouldn’t leave your side.”

Verity turned onto her side and laughed when a cold nose was stuck into her face. “Hello, Rowdy. I remember you. You will never know how pleased I was to meet you.” She looked up. “And you. I don’t know your name…”

“Ol’ William. Been watching my sheep on this hills for nigh on fifty years and never in all my life did I think to find a real lady among my wooly ladies.”

Verity smiled. Then her hand went to her rumbling tummy and color flooded into her cheeks.

The old man chuckled. Far more agilely than one might expect for a man who had worked for so many years in all weathers high up on the moors, he got to his feet. His head very nearly touched the roof of the small hut to which he’d brought her. “Got some broth here. Thought you might like a bit when you woke.”

Verity ate with great enthusiasm. She hadn’t a clue as to when she’d last had anything to eat but felt certain it was a very long time ago. “Where am I?” she asked once she’d soothed her appetite with far less than she’d expected she’d want.

“On the moors. Maybe fifteen miles from York? Twenty, maybe?”

“West?” she asked, hoping.

“Oh yes. This is High Moor property, if you know that estate?”

“It is home.” She tried to rise but found herself overly weak and frowned. “What is the matter with me?”

“Found you late last night. Or Rowdy did. You been sleeping the whole of the day. Hard to say when you were put there, under that hedge, but can’t think it was more than sometime last night. Rowdy barked but when I saw the sheep weren’t agitated, I told him to shush. Should have listened, shouldn’t I, old boy?” he asked, roughing up the dog’s ears.

“High Moor. Is the manor house very far from here?”

“Too far to reach tonight. Not when you don’t feel any better than you do.”

“They’ll be so worried.”

The shepherd nodded. “Didn’t think of that, did I? I’ll take myself a walk and let them know where you are and that you are all right. Suspect maybe someone will come to get you.”

“How long?” she asked, worried now she realized she’d been gone for so long. A day? Perhaps more? She’d no way of knowing how long she’d been unconscious.

“Take me two, three hours in the dark,” said the shepherd, frowning. “I’ll leave Rowdy here to take care of you.”

“Protect me you mean?”

“Well, someone gave you that knock on the back of your head. Don’t want them coming back to give you another,” he grumbled. As he talked he moved around the crowded room, collecting his staff and a well-worn plaid that he wrapped around his shoulders. “Bit of a chill out there tonight. Not much, but better take this. Can always take it off, but if you need a wrap, you can’t very well find it out along the road, can you?”

“I am so sorry to put you to all this trouble, but they will be worrying…”

“Don’t you think a thing about it, missy. I could walk a lot more miles than that if it were necessary. Have many a time… There is more broth if you want and the end of a loaf in that box. And good fresh cold water in the bucket there… You’ll be all right?” he asked.

“Have to be, won’t I?” She smiled.

“Rowdy. Stay.”

The dog, that had stood by the door, his tail wagging gently, settled himself beside Verity, stretched up and licked her chin.

She laughed. “Rowdy and I will do just fine.”

“Then I’ll be off.”

And he was.

Ol’ William reached the manor house from the back and started toward the kitchen door—only to be stopped.

“Hold up, old man,” said a gruff voice. “Not another step.”

William frowned. “What’s this?” He backed up a step. “A pistol?” He thought of his guest and guessed there was more trouble than he knew. “Need to talk to Mrs. Jennings, I do. At once.”

“Why?”

“Found a young woman up among my sheep. Need someone to come get her.”

“Come get her?”

Exasperated, William pointed a finger at the guard. “Now you just take me in to Mrs. Jennings and stop playing at being the big man just because you hold that popper.”

Red tinged the man’s cheeks. He didn’t turn his head but called, “Bill!”

Another, younger, man hurried over from where he was stationed in the shadows under a tree. “Aha. Caught one of ‘em, have you?”

“Maybe. Maybe not. Go get Mr. Moorhead. Quick now.”

“Right you are.”

“You just stand there quiet-like and we’ll have no trouble. Mr. Moorhead will know what to do with you.”

“Moorhead…the old earl’s grandnephew?”

“Guess that’s who he is,” nodded the guard.

“Good. He’s got sense in his cockloft.” William crossed his arms, his plaid wound around them, pulling it tight against his back and shoulders to keep away the wind that had risen as he climbed down off the moors.

“Bill said you’d captured… William?” asked Jacob, the light from his lantern flashing over the weatherworn features. “William?” Jacob drew in a breath. He didn’t suspect the shepherd, a friend from his schoolboy days roaming the moors, of doing anything dastardly and, rather sharply, told the guard to lower his gun. “You come along, William, to the kitchen and you can tell me your news there while you drink some hot tea and Cook gets you a meal together.”

The tale was soon told and Jacob, wanting to leave instantly, almost forgot to ask but soon ascertained that William wouldn’t trust a horse’s four feet to carry him back up to his hut. He’d walk on the two God gave him, “Thankee just the same.”

After thanking the old man, Jacob told Cook to pack up a bag of good things to eat for him to carry home—including a good meaty bone for the dog that had found Verity—and headed out to the stables. He was very soon on his way, swearing at the moonless night that made speed impossible. Verity was up on the moors, all alone except for a sheepdog. It didn’t bear thinking of…

And then, once he arrived, that same sheepdog wouldn’t let him into the hut but stood barring the door and growling in a most threatening manner.

“Verity!”

Sleepily, she opened one eye. “Jacob?” She yawned.

“Verity, call off this beast.”

“Beast?” she muttered, staring at the rough beams above her head. Suddenly memory flooded back. “Beast? You mean Rowdy? Rowdy is no beast.”

“Whatever he is, call him off. He won’t let me in to you.”

The irritation in Jacob’s voice brought her wide-awake. She scrambled from the pallet and stood, shaking out her dirty skirts. “Rowdy, he’s a friend. Truly he is.”

“Friend,” repeated Jacob, his voice firm.

Rowdy wasn’t convinced. He looked over his shoulder at Verity and wagged his tail but, when Jacob tried to step forward, turned back with another growl.

Verity chuckled. “Oh, Rowdy, truly, he is a friend.” She came to the dog and put her hand on his ruff. Jacob held his fingers out for Rowdy to sniff and, finally, reluctantly, the dog backed from the door. Jacob’s entrance seemed to fill the hut in a way tall William had not done. “Jacob? William sent you?”

But Jacob, ignoring her words, ignoring the dog’s renewed agitation, stepped forward and gathered Verity into his arms, pulling her head against his chest. “Don’t ever, ever do that again,” he muttered into her ear. Verity, astonished, pulled back far enough she could stare up into his face. He stared back. And then, astonishing her still more, he lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her thoroughly. “Never. Never again,” he said and did it again. Finally he let her go—except for her hand—and his eyes seemed to devour her features. “You will never know how fearful I’ve been,” he said. “We’ve had men searching the roads from here to the coast but never thought to look up on the moors.” He looked around. “Hm…not exactly the most luxurious of circumstances. I’ll have to see if I can’t improve things for William. Good man that.”

“Yes, he is. Rowdy found me but William cared for me.”

“Cared for you?” A new fear rushed up into his breast… Surely not… Jacob caught and held her gaze. His hands moved to her shoulders and held her gently. “Verity, tell me exactly what happened?” He stared down into her face, fearing what he’d hear.

She sighed and clasped her hands, twining her fingers together. “I was a fool, Jacob. I went for a walk. A favorite path I used to take when Aunt Jenna was so ill and the doctor insisted I must get exercise, not sit and fret and stew the whole of the time.” She bit her lip, not wishing to admit she had been fretting and stewing about something quite different when, thoughtlessly, she’d once again set off on that particular trail.

“So?”

“So someone came up behind me, asked, ‘Lady Mary?’ and like a fool I started to turn, surprised to hear her name…and then…well, that’s all, really. Except that now and again I’d rouse for a moment or two. I think I was in a rough wagon for a time, covered up. I think I remember voices arguing at one point but I couldn’t tell you what about… Jacob, I can’t really tell you about all that because I just don’t know anything clearly until I woke up under that hedge with Rowdy snuffling at my ear. I think I managed to get to my feet…managed to cross the meadow… And then the dog barked and William came and…and I don’t remember anything until I woke here in his hut and he fed me and we talked and he left Rowdy to guard me while he went off to find you. It’s very late, isn’t it?” she asked, unsure even of the time of day or night.

“Very late. William came and I’ve come to get you.” He frowned. “Verity, you say you don’t remember… Were you drugged? Laudanum?”

She smiled weakly, half a grimace. “Nothing so easy. The villain hit me on the back of the head and then, when I was in that wagon?” Jacob nodded. “Well, I think we hit a rut or something and my head hurt and then I was out like a candle flame someone snuffed.”

“I should have brought a carriage…”

“What did you bring?” she asked.

“I rode. I thought to carry you back before me but if your head is aching so very badly then I should…” His frown deepened. “You shake your head?”

“William said I slept all day. When I woke up I was hungry and I’ve only had a very little headache since then.” She held up her hand, a finger and her thumb held just a little apart. “I can ride with you…if you really don’t mind and your mount can carry double?”

Jacob stared at her as if trying to determine if she told the truth. Finally he nodded. “Then I think we should go. It’s a long way even on horseback. Poor William refused to try to ride, insisting he preferred shank’s mare. We’ll pass him on the way back.”

Except it turned out they were unable to depart. Rowdy had allowed Jacob to enter but set to guard Verity, he wouldn’t let them leave. And William, his trade a lonely and solitary one, had dawdled in the kitchen talking, hearing all about the troubles at High Moor that, having a new audience, the servants were glad to tell. It was some time before, a sack filled with good things to eat and the bone for Rowdy, he set off for his hut high on the moors.

And then, arriving more hours later, was exceedingly proud of his dog—but equally embarrassed—to discover his guest still there and Rowdy guarding her so well!

Thus it was very nearly dawn when Jacob and Verity arrived back at the house. Even so, no one had gone to sleep and all were soon gathered in the smaller salon with a very odd meal being prepared—odd because no one could decide if it was a very late supper or a very early breakfast, so Cook had done a bit of both—and, as they ate, everyone had to hear Verity’s tale all over again.

Jacob had walked in with his arm around Verity’s shoulders. He didn’t completely release her even when her Aunt Jenna hugged her and Mary followed that with another hug. And then he led her to a sofa where he seated her and sat beside her, grasping her hand and holding it tightly. He hadn’t, from the moment Rowdy had allowed him to get close enough to touch her, stopped touching her.

But Jacob was finally forced to release Verity’s hand when, staring at him rather ferociously, Mary held a cup and saucer out to Verity and would not go away until she took it. He let her hand go but between them where no one could see, he grasped a bit of her skirt and twisted it into his grip.

Verity didn’t know whether to blush or to be happy. She believed nothing could come of it but surely his behavior since finding her in the shepherd’s hut indicated he had…feelings for her. That he felt emotions it had never occurred to her he’d feel. But even if he did, she would never be a proper wife for him. Not the niece of a mere housekeeper.

For the first time it occurred to her to wonder if she might possibly be…something else to him. After all, for years, her aunt had had the courage to…

“So,” asked Rube, catching Verity’s attention and breaking into thoughts she knew needed interrupting, “have we agreed it was someone who took Verity in mistake for Mary and then dumped her when he discovered his mistake?”

“I wish he’d discovered the mistake before he hit me over the head,” said Verity, a rueful note to be heard.

“So do we all,” said Mary. “But maybe that is the solution,” she added, speaking more slowly. “Perhaps if we had men stationed where they could see and they watched me out walking—”

“No.” That was Rube.

“Definitely not,” said Jacob at the same moment.

“I should think not,” chimed in Jenna while a voice in her ear urged, Do not allow it. Do not let her do any such thing. Too dangerous! “Besides, your father does not approve,” said Jenna, red spots of embarrassment appearing on her cheeks. She always felt embarrassed whenever she found it necessary to admit to hearing his ghostly voice.

Silence followed that pronouncement. Finally Mary sighed. “But it is such an excellent idea.” It had to be admitted she pouted a trifle when no one agreed.

When the clamor died away, Rube laughed softly. “Mary, only you would think that going off to deliberately court a knock on the head was a good idea. No one will allow you to place yourself in such danger and you know it.”

* * * * *
 

Later that day, while they discussed Verity’s adventure all over again, a brand-new and rather nervous packman unloaded his little cart and presented his wares in Lord Ranald’s kitchen. He was surprised at how well it went—and how much he made on his bits and pieces. That part was quite a success much to his surprise. On the other hand, he was not asked into the main part of the house and that worried him. He couldn’t very well sneak away from the crowd of maids and one pair of footmen to find his own way above stairs. He sighed, wondering if this were the usual way of things, or if it was merely that he was still so near York that the gentry drove into town for every little thing that was needed.

There was only one way to discover the answer and, finished with his business at his first stop, he picked up the long handles of his little red cart and headed west, down the road toward a farmhouse from whose chimneys smoke spiraled up into the cool morning air. He’d try his luck there.

* * * * *
 

And coming from the south, riding up the Great North Road, a cavalcade of honey-skinned riders wearing outrageously rich but exceedingly foreign garb traveled toward High Moor. Their golden horses were such as had never before been seen—far better, even, than the thoroughbreds that raced each year at the York races. They cantered along at an easy pace, a trio of tall handsome men in the center. Two less colorfully garbed men rode ahead carrying lances with pennants attached. Eight men, dressed as were the flag bearers but armed to the teeth with curved swords and braces of pistols, rode behind. They had an alert and watchful air about them that kept even rowdy boys from too closely following after the most amazing spectacle to ever grace the villages and towns through which the men rode.

As they rode, the trio spoke among themselves in their own language. “How much farther?” asked the youngest.

“I believe we’ve only one more night on the road,” said the eldest. “Is that not what you discovered at that last benighted inn in which we were forced to stay?”

The middle brother chuckled. “How do you suppose Rube has put up with it all these years? The abominable cooking? Those impossible beds? The lack of color and tightly closed in from the sky?” He shook his head. “Poor Rube.”

“He will be glad of your news, will he not?” asked the youngest.

“Will he?” asked the middle brother thoughtfully. “I wonder…”

“What do you wonder?” asked the eldest, a sharp note making one of the fore-rider’s wince.

“Did it never occur to you that Rube volunteered to guard Lady Mary’s life with just a touch more alacrity than was completely complimentary to our father?”

The eldest scowled. Then one side of his mouth turned up in a rather lopsided smile. “You would say he craved adventure?” he asked.

“Adventure… Yes, that is what I mean,” responded the middle brother, self- preservation making him repress his real thoughts.

The youngest gave his elders a sharp look but, a wise youth, kept his mouth shut as well. Young as he’d been, he too recalled how Rube had stared, when he thought no one watching, at Lady Mary. And he guessed at how his eldest brother, their father’s heir would gibe at the notion that Rube had fallen in love with a foreign woman. Not at all the sort of thing one gossiped about. Not with such proud men as their father or eldest brother! The boy, for he was little more, wistfully wished he’d Rube’s opportunities. Adventure might not have been Rube’s reasons for leaving but it had been Ali’s when he’d begged and pleaded—and finally resorted to his indulgent mother for aid—to join his brothers in their journey to find Rube.

* * * * *
 

Lester McAllen searched high and low and finally found Melissa in the last place he looked. “Well, of course it is the last place I will look,” he muttered as he stared at the lady’s red slippers, which were all he could see. He smiled at the sight of them. Red slippers had been her thing from her earliest years. Even as little more than a babe, she’d insisted her shoes be red—and it seemed that even when in deep mourning she could not resist them.

The rest of Melissa was hidden by a high-backed overstuffed chair, her feet in their slightly worn slippers set upon a stool before it. Lester glanced around the library. Yes. As I thought, this is the library. But my Melissa is reading? His brows lowered from the high arches they’d acquired at seeing her here where least expected. Another thought crossed his mind. Ah. But it will be a novel, of course. He moved forward on silent feet until he was just behind the chair and could look over it and down onto the book in her lap. A play? He read a few lines and nodded.

“Did you see Love’s Labor’s Lost last winter when it was at Drury Lane?” he asked and then smiled when, startled, Melissa almost tossed the book off her lap and onto the floor. She craned her neck and looked up at him, her face reddening. Those brows arched again. “Why do you seem embarrassed? There is nothing wrong, surely, in reading a book?”

She sighed, closed the tome in which she’d found the play and stared straight ahead. “I was not merely reading it,” she said.

After a moment, he nodded. “You were memorizing one of the roles?”

She nodded.

“Well, I see nothing that is not admirable in that either.” He came around the chair, pushed her feet a little to the side and sat on the ottoman. “Do you memorize poetry as well?”

She nodded again, biting her lip and, as he seated himself in front of her, looked at him from under her lashes.

“Why do you hesitate to admit it?” he asked.

“My father thought such things nonsense.” She grimaced. “My husband forbade me to waste my time that way, but there was nothing else to do,” she finished on something close to a wail.

“I would not forbid it. In fact, on a cold winter evening with a cozy fire before us, I’d think it a wonderful occupation for the both of us.”

Melissa froze. Then her gaze switched to meet his. After a long moment, in a very small voice, she asked, “Lester?”

He smiled a tight little smile. “We may never return to what we had, Melissa, but I see no reason at all why we cannot learn all over again to…” He hesitated, reluctant to mention love. Then he did. “Love each other.”

She turned those huge eyes away and stared out the window toward which she’d turned the chair. “I am not a very nice person, Lester,” she said in a small voice. “I have done…things I regret. Things I’d not have done if…” She closed her mouth and turned her head away, her eyes closing.

“If,” he finished for her, “we’d somehow managed to find the courage, either or both of us, to marry each other in the first place. I too have done things I regret, Melissa. I think, when I was in India, for instance, I very nearly committed a far greater sin than yours. I think that without really admitting it, I tried to commit suicide.”

She turned, her eyes wide, her mouth open.

He nodded. “We have Lady Mary to thank that I came to my senses, came home and have spent the past few years bringing my inheritance back to what it should be.”

“Lady Mary?”

“She is a very wise woman, Melissa. She told me some home truths I didn’t wish to hear—but still another bout of illness put me in my bed for long enough that I had nothing to do but think over what she’d said to me. When I was well enough, I put my life there in order and came home.” He tipped his head a trifle, looking more than a little thoughtful and then grinned. “I think perhaps receiving word I’d inherited a rundown estate that needed me might have added just enough to the scales that, along with Mary’s words, I came to my senses.”

“My father,” said Melissa while staring out the window and avoiding his eyes, “is looking for another marriage for me.”

“You mean he wishes to sell you all over again?” Lester chuckled. “Well, he can’t, can he?”

She turned those huge eyes on him.

“Not if you wed me and come live with me and teach me how to enjoy parties and dancing and all those things I’ve avoided since returning to England.”

“Me…” She touched her breast lightly. “I can teach you something? Oh, Lester, what a clanker! You shouldn’t fib, you know.”

“I don’t think I did.”

“But it is always you who teaches me.”

“That is because there is much I know that you do not. It is when you know and I do not that you teach me.” He smiled.

“Social things? I do love society, you know,” she said with a wistful sound to it.

He frowned ever-so slightly. “Can you love the local society, Melissa? We can spend a month or so each year in London during the season, perhaps attend part of the autumn little season but, frankly, I do not care for London. It is dirty and far too many of the ton have no interests beyond seeing and being seen.”

“Was that my interest too?” she muttered but then shook her head. “No. I was so lonely, Lester. I wanted—I needed people around me. I needed, wanted…wanted…”

“Go on,” he urged when she didn’t.

“Oh, it is so stupid, Lester. You will think me the merest babe.”

“Tell me,” he said softly.

She drew in a deep breath. “I wanted someone to love me. Anyone. Just to love…me.”

He stared at her, thinking of the home in which she’d been reared, thinking of the husband she’d been forced to wed, thinking of all the gossip he’d heard of her escapades while still married to that ancient… He sighed. “Yes. I think we all wish for someone to love us, Melissa. Perhaps we can agree to love each other?”

This time it was he who caught and held her gaze.

Melissa blushed rosily but she smiled and nodded. “I…would like that,” she said.

“Then,” he said, rising to his feet, “I think I will take a little ride into York.”

Her smile faded. “Right now?”

“Right now. I believe I will have a little conversation with his Grace, the archbishop.”

She frowned.

“My dear,” he said, grinning, “if I can convince him we must wed on the instant then I may purchase a license and we can go talk to the local vicar and spend perhaps fifteen minutes or twenty in the church—and when we come back, we can move my things into your room.” He wiggled his eyebrows in a suggestive fashion. “We can lock the door for a time?”

She stared and then a smile slowly stretched her tightly compressed lips. She covered them with a hand and, despite herself, a giggle escaped her. “Oh yes. For quite a time perhaps!”

“I will be off then.” He rose to his feet, bent over her and softly, tenderly, his lips found hers.

“Later, my dear,” he said. Resolutely, he turned away before he discovered he could not…








Chapter Fourteen

 

“Verity?” Jacob came into the little office where his cousin bent over the household account books. “Is that something you must do on the instant?” he continued when she looked up.

She looked down, looked up, studied his expression, noted the coaxing look and smiled. “Not at all. It is just that I am attempting to discover where I misplaced a thruppence and I cannot for the life of me discover it.”

“Why do you not ignore it?”

She looked astounded that he could suggest such a thing.

“Well?”

“And then ignore another and another and eventually it adds up to pounds rather than pence?”

He chuckled. “Do you lose thruppence all that often and then spend hours searching to find it?” he asked.

She smiled, shaking her head. “Actually, this is the first.”

Jacob took a small purse from his pocket, opened it and dug through the contents. “Aha,” he said as, between finger and thumb, he lifted something from it. He laid it on the account book. “There. Now you have found your thruppence, so close the book.”

“You are incorrigible,” she scolded.

“No, it is merely that I wish for your company for a time.” He held out a hand. “Come?”

She hesitated. Then, knowing she wanted to be with him, she shut the book on the coin and rose to her feet. “I’ll need my bonnet and—” She broke off abruptly as a hand came around the corner of the open doorway. In it was bonnet and pelisse.

Jacob took them and approached Verity. He laid down the bonnet and held the pelisse for her to thrust her arms into the armholes. Then he turned her and, much as you’d do for a child, buttoned her up. Done, he handed her the bonnet. “You are glaring,” he said, his head tipped to one side.

“You were so sure of me you asked a maid to retrieve my outdoor things?”

“No, I merely hoped. If you’d insisted you could not come just now, I’d have sent her back to your room. You’d never have known she’d retrieved them for me.” He held out his hand. She hesitated then slipped her fingers around his palm and felt the rough warmth of his gentle grip. He placed her fingers on his arm and led her down the hall and out the nearest door. They were just in time to see Lester, riding, approach from the stables. Jacob called to him and caught his attention.

“I’m off to York,” said Lester when he’d walked his steed up to them. “Is there anything I can get for you while I’m there? An errand that needs running?”

“York? I can think of nothing,” said Jacob and looked down at Verity who, much to his surprise, nodded. “Verity? You need something?”

She smiled. “If it would not be too much trouble, could you call in at my mantua maker and ask if the green gown is finished? Only that one. Do not attempt to bring any others. It would be too much on horseback. If it is not finished then you needn’t worry about any of it.”

McAllen got the modiste’s address and said he’d be certain to ask. He set his spurs gently to his horse’s flanks and they were off around the house and down the drive heading for the lane.

“I wonder why he needs to go into York,” muttered Jacob, frowning.

“It would not have been at all polite to ask,” she said. But she too wondered. There had been something, a sort of suppressed excitement, about the man that had intrigued her. “You don’t suppose… But no, surely not…”

Jacob glanced down at her. “Surely not what?”

“Oh, it is too absurd a notion to even suggest it…”

“I like it when you are a little absurd. Tell me?”

She gave him an old-fashioned look but obliged him. “It is just that he and Mrs. Rumford have been getting along ever-so much better. The archbishop is at York Minster, is he not? And if he and she wished to wed at once?”

“Banns…”

“But this isn’t either’s parish. Isn’t it supposed to be in one’s own parish that the banns are read?”

“I believe it is… So if they wanted to marry, he’d need to collect a license, is that what you would say?”

She nodded, looking up at him, curious at what he’d say next.

He said nothing. In fact he merely tugged a bit at her arm and set off toward the roses in the walled winter garden. “Rube,” he said after they’d strolled silently from one side of the garden to the other, “is much improved, would you not agree?”

“Much. I caught him without his sling the other day, doing up the buttons on his coat and he laughed when I scolded. He insisted he’d not be able to use his arm at all if Mary had her way.”

“And he’s so much improved he is once again able to protect her.”

“You mean…instead of yourself?” she asked.

“Yes.”

When he said no more, she asked, “Why?”

He grinned, cast a quick sideways glance down at her and said, “I was thinking that perhaps I might take a quick ride into York…”

Verity stopped short and, perforce, so did Jacob. “What…are you suggesting?”

“That I too might buy a license…”

“Jacob…”

“Don’t.” He put his fingers over her lips to silence her. “Don’t say it.”

“But—”

“No. It is too soon. I should not have suggested such a thing. We will wait until you are as certain as I am.”

She stared at him. “Certain?”

“Verity, I thought you knew?”

“Thought I knew what?” she asked, more than a trifle exasperated.

“That I—”

She interrupted before he could finish. “That you want me in your bed? That you, like your granduncle, would like a live-in mistress?” She turned on her heel and strode away.

Stunned, he let her get some half a dozen paces down the path before catching up with her and swinging her around. “Never suggest such a thing ever again. Yes, I want you in my bed. I’ve made no secret of that, but that I would take you there as my mistress— You insult me, Verity,” he said more quietly.

She stared at him. “You would marry me?” she asked. “Me?”

“Of course I wish to marry you,” he said, but there was nothing loverlike in his tone. “Verity, why would you think otherwise?”

“Because you can’t.” She backed away and he let her go. “I am Aunt Jenna’s niece. I am not suitable.”

“You, you little idiot, are your grandfather’s son’s daughter. If anyone is unsuitable it is I. I am a younger son with no title and few prospects. Only this estate. You could do far better, Verity.”

Slowly she shook her head from side to side. Slowly she backed away, something dreadful in her expression. Then, on a sob, she turned, ran toward the gate.

“Verity.”

“No. Say no more. Please…”

And, like an idiot, Jacob obeyed. He glared after her—and then, his jaw clenched, a muscle rolling over and over along his jaw, he headed for the stables. “Mr. McAllen is not long gone, I think?” he asked.

“Perhaps…half an hour?” suggested Jacob’s head groom.

“Saddle…” In his distressed anger, he couldn’t think of the creature’s name. “Saddle the fastest horse in the stable.”

Waiting, Jacob paced and fumed. How dare she suggest she’s not good enough for me? How dare she think I’d not want her for my wife? How…

Even after he was in the saddle and galloping down the road, he fumed. He’d gone quite a few miles but, still preoccupied, barely noticed the little cart pulled by a dark-complexioned man turning off up a lane to still another farm…and just about then he saw Lester less than half a mile ahead of him.

And the man pulling the cart, as preoccupied, ignored still another rider passing him. He was too far lost in dreams of owning a little cart filled with interesting things that could be pulled from village to village in his own country. After he returned home and was reunited with his wife and children, he’d have this strange new way of earning a living.

He had noticed smoke rising above a little ridge and, with effort, pulled his cart up the lane. It was well after noon and, as he tugged and pulled and puffed up the sharply climbing hill to the farm, he wondered if perhaps the farmer’s wife would offer him supper and a place to sleep. In a loft perhaps.

* * * * *
 

The elder of the trio of foreigners sighed as he saw, ahead of him, still another of the inns in which they’d been forced to put up since learning that Rube and Lady Mary had left her home along the Thames and traveled up the Great North Road. “What could have been in the letter that sent them north?” he grumbled, not for the first time. “Rube’s correspondence has always insisted they’d not leave her estate until she was safe, that he’d surrounded them with defenses against attack.”

“We will discover when we reach him,” soothed the middle brother. “I wish we’d not run out of spices. Tam is not the best of cooks but his food was far better than what we’ve had to put up with since.”

The youngest brother sighed and then colored when his eldest turned his head and stared at him. “It is an adventure,” he said, a trifle defensively. “One must put up with strange food and odd customs when on an adventure.”

“It is not an adventure. It is merely that we come to escort our brother home. Her enemy is dead. Lady Mary is safe. Rube is no longer needed here.”

“And he is needed at home?” asked the youngest with an innocence that, if either brother bothered to notice, was a trifle unbelievable.

The middle brother chuckled. “He is our father’s son. Of course he is needed at home.”

“I think we are here because you thought he’d not come if you merely wrote the good news,” said the youngest. “I am glad you did not. You grumble and grouse and complain and wish all was other than it is, but I am enjoying myself immensely. I think I will see if the cook at tonight’s inn can make that odd sweet, that— What is it called? Spotted duck? Isn’t that the thing called a pudding with dried fruit in it?” He dismounted and walked off toward the back of the inn. One of the two ensigns who rode in front gave orders for what was needed to the innkeeper while the other directed the fighting men who followed behind to care for the horses and unload the pack animals.

The elder scowled after his brother. “He should never have been allowed to come.”

“But you will have to admit he has made us laugh. That is good, is it not?”

The elder cast his brother a look of loathing and stalked off into the inn. The middle brother walked off quickly in the other direction. The eldest did not like it when someone laughed at him. Which that particular look had him wishing to do. No. The eldest wouldn’t like that. Not at all.

* * * * *
 

Verity wandered around the house, looking into this room, stopping in that, moving on almost immediately—nowhere finding that for which she looked.

But what do I seek?

She looked around still another empty room and sighed.

This is nonsense. I’ve work to do…

But she couldn’t think of a single duty unfulfilled. There was nothing that needed doing. She’d finished her book last evening. She had no embroidery with which to occupy herself, because it was another ladylike accomplishment she lacked. After only a handful of lessons, she’d thrown her first sampler away in disgust. She couldn’t paint watercolors. She’d never learned to play a musical instrument…

“I am not suitable. I have none of the—” She broke off. “Oh. You here?” Then she bit her lip, knowing she’d sounded more than a trifle rude.

Melissa had risen to her feet and looked over the back of her chair. “Yes.” She glowed, her eyes danced and she approached Verity with a light step. “Congratulate me!”

“Ah. Then it is true? Mr. McAllen has gone to York to buy a license?” asked Verity politely.

“How did you know?” asked Melissa, chagrined someone had guessed her news before she’d had a chance to enjoy the anticipation of telling it herself.

“He didn’t tell us that was what he meant to do, but when he said he was going into York and he looked very nearly as happy as you do, I guessed.”

“You…don’t look very happy for me.”

Verity, still obsessed with Jacob’s odd proposal, looked Melissa in the eye for the first time. “Oh. Oh dear, I’ve been very rude, have I not? I do wish you happy. I believe him to be a good man.”

“My first love…and now my last,” said Melissa with a certain hard edge to the assertion.

“You…you love him?” asked Verity, curious.

“I loved him. Long ago. But he has changed and so have I. I think I will love the man he is now, but,” she turned slightly as she spoke, “who can know what the future holds?” She swung back. “I can tell you this. I will be faithful to him as I was not to my first husband who was a beast. An old beast.” Her chin rose a notch as if she expected Verity would not believe her.

“I think you would be wise,” said Verity softly. “He is not a man who would allow his wife to stray, I think.”

Melissa laughed. “You would be right to do so. But I am quite certain,” she added a trifle smugly, “that I won’t want to stray.”

Verity wondered how she could be so certain, wondered if the pair had already become lovers, but she hadn’t enough interest to ask. She nodded. “He’s buying a license,” she said slowly. “And that means a wedding.” She brightened as it occurred to her that planning the wedding was something she could do, something to occupy her mind so that it didn’t go ‘round and ‘round in circles. “Have you thought about it at all?”

Melissa looked blank for a moment. “A…real wedding? Lester thought perhaps we could merely go see the vicar and…” She frowned slightly. “You shake your head?”

“We can do ever-so much better than that. Let us go find my aunt. She’ll know what the local customs are so that we don’t plan something that upsets someone. She will also know those we should send the grooms to with invitations, she and Aunt Mary. What else? Do you know the custom of decorating the church with flowers? It isn’t the best time of the year for that but I’m sure we could come up with at least two very nice bouquets of roses and we must think about a dress, must we not? What else? Ah. A wedding breakfast for when we return from the church and…hm… Well, at the moment, I can’t think of anything else.”

“I’ve a gown I’ve not yet worn,” said Melissa a trifle shyly. “I think Lester would like it.”

“We’ll take a look. In my opinion, a bridegroom pays little attention to what his bride is wearing, but everyone else will. And you. You will be most comfortable if you know you look your best. Marriage,” finished Verity, thinking once again of Jacob’s proposal—if it could be called that, “is more than a trifle scary. It is the rest of one’s life. And not just one’s own life. The life of one’s mate as well… One has to wonder…”

Verity, unused to confiding in anyone, let alone a woman she neither admired nor liked, shut her mouth with a snap. It occurred to her as they walked down the hall and she listened to Melissa talk of the Lester she’d known when growing up that perhaps this new Melissa was one she would not dislike… But never admire, she thought. She is too shallow, too selfish, too… Oh, I don’t know.

But she did know. Melissa had shared Jacob’s bed at one time and she’d never forget that…or be completely comfortable about it. Which was another reason she should not wed him.

* * * * *
 

Although arranged so quickly, Melissa’s wedding to Lester McAllen went off without a hitch. Jenna, when Jacob came to her, asking for advice concerning Verity’s reluctance to wed him, had suggested it would be best to wait until Melissa and Mr. McAllen were married and gone off—although Jacob silently wondered if Lester would leave. He’d been too adamant about the threats against Lady Mary, too concerned for her. Perhaps he’d marry his Melissa—which was a very good thing—and still not leave.

The wedding breakfast, with all the toasts and good cheer, was also finished and the dozen or so guests, neighbors, had adjourned to the drawing room where servants circulated among them with trays carrying wine. Whenever anyone indicated a need, they’d pour the guest’s choice into their glass and wander on, keeping an eye out for others who wished a refill.

Lester touched Jacob on the shoulder and nodded toward the hall door. Jacob, understanding he wished to be private, followed him into the hall. The two men continued on and into an empty room where Lester closed the door.

Lady Mary stood by a table near the window awaiting them. She smiled. “I am honored to be asked,” she said.

Jacob, curious, approached the table.

“I have read it as you asked me to do and I see nothing you’ve forgotten. You’ve been generous,” said Lady Mary, the fingers of her left hand just touching a handwritten document lying there. “Jacob?”

“I don’t know what this is all about,” he said, looking from one to the other.

“Since we didn’t take time for lawyers, settlements and wills, I have written up something which will do until we do find the time to visit my solicitor. If you would witness my signature, I’d be pleased,” finished Lester a trifle formally.

Jacob tipped his head then grinned. “I’d be happy to do so. I too am honored.” He was not asked to read the document but, once Lester had signed it, leaned over the table and added his signature on the line Lester had provided. Lady Mary signed just below Jacob’s name and it was done. Lester folded the document, glanced out the window and stiffened. “Blast!”

Two men were approaching the front door. Even as the three watched, the strangers were admitted.

* * * * *
 

Melissa turned a trifle to see who’d come into the drawing room. Her eyes widened and her hand shook, a drop or two of wine falling onto her gown. “Oh no,” she murmured. “It cannot be…”

But it was. A falsely jovial smile on her father’s face, he stalked across the room to stand before her. Beaming widely, a fat gentleman of uncertain years waddled along behind. “My dear daughter. How difficult it has been to track you down. Tut tut, my dear, barely a widow and you stand there before me in a violet gown, in jewels…”

Lester had clasped the necklace around her throat after they left the church but before they arrived back at High Moor.

“And paint.” He frowned to see the color in her cheeks but didn’t know it was no more than fear and anger painting her cheeks so rosily. “But never mind that. Say hello to your fiancé,” he finished and drew the second man around from behind himself.

“Fiancé?” Melissa, horrified, backed away from them. Her hands fell to her side and wine streamed down the skirts of her gown. “No. You cannot…”

“Ah, but I have. Now be a good girl and give the gentleman your best curtsey, my dear. We’ll not have any of that nonsense that we did the last time, will we?” There was a threat to his tone and, reaching out, he grasped her arm, pulling her forward.

“Unhand my wife,” said Lester who had stalked into the room and stopped right behind Melissa’s father.

The hand clutching Melissa’s arm tightened. Lester saw her wince and put a hand to the older man’s shoulder. Silently, her father mouthed the word, “Wife?”

“Despite your age, I will land you a facer if you do not unhand my wife.” Lester’s hand tightened and it was her father’s turn to wince.

The guests had gone quiet at the stranger’s first words. Now there were murmurs around the room here and there. A lady tittered. A man stepped forward, ready and willing to offer himself as second if the argument escalated into a duel…as he rather hoped it would. There had been no excitement in the region for far too long!

Melissa was released. She backed away from her father and, when Lester beckoned, scurried around to his side.

Slowly her father turned, his face mottled with anger and frustration. “It is usual,” he said, his voice cold, “to ask a woman’s father…”

“Melissa is of age, a widow and her own woman. There was no need to ask you anything. Especially after your treatment of her when you married her off against her will on that first occasion.”

The fat gentleman sputtered. “Hear now? Against her will?”

“My wife did not wish to wed the man her father chose, a dirty old roué interested only in her young and nubile body. What are you interested in?” asked Lester, his eyes narrowing.

The same lady tittered again, obviously in embarrassment.

“I’m a widower. Her father said she wanted children but couldn’t have them. I’ve half a dozen I was quite willing to share with her,” said the gentleman with far more dignity than exhibited by Melissa’s father. “I admit I was reluctant to agree to the settlements drawn up for her and insisted on a separate settlement on my fiancée—” For half a moment he looked confused then sighed. “Or a lady that I assumed was my fiancée,” he finished. He bowed. “I would not remain here, except that I arrived with Lord Dendrum and must depend on him for transport.”

Jacob, having pity on the man who was obviously as much Lord Dendrum’s dupe as Melissa would have been, approached and, after a few soft words in the man’s ear, drew him away. He cast Lester a significant look, received a nod in return and he and his unwanted guest left the room.

Jacob, hearing the man’s stomach rumble and seeing his ears redden, stopped a passing footman. “Send one of the maids to the breakfast room with a tray. I’m certain there is enough remaining from the wedding feast… No?” he added when the footman hesitated.

The footman gulped. “’Tis the maids. There isn’t one. They’re all ooh-ing and aah-ing at a peddler’s wares. Don’t think I can pull one away. I’ll bring the tray.” He turned on his heel and disappeared through the almost-hidden baize-covered door under the stairs.

Jacob continued on to the breakfast parlor, the middle-aged and more than portly man at his side. The stranger cleared his throat. “Wedding feast?” he asked.

“We returned from the church no more than an hour ago. Or perhaps a little more now.”

“Then if we’d come yesterday…”

“I suspect there would have been an even worse brouhaha since Lord Dendrum would have insisted he’d the right to sell Melissa as he did before.”

“Sell her?” The man’s small piggy eyes tried to widen but his chubby cheeks made it next to impossible. “Yes. That is what he did… What he wants to do now…” A frown appeared—or rather, the hint of a frown. “I begin to think his lordship is not a good man.”

“He hasn’t been a good father. I know nothing of his estates or how he treats his tenants.” Jacob wondered if he must remain with the stranger while he ate. It was certainly true that if it were an invited guest he quite properly would do so, but it was not an invited guest and others were.

Jacob decided he’d see that an adequate meal arrived, tell the footman to remain in case there were orders for something missing. He would return to the drawing room—or wherever Lester managed to take his father-in-law. If he managed it…

* * * * *
 

In the kitchen, the peddler gleaned almost as much information as he passed on concerning neighbors he’d met along his way. He had been worried when he heard there had been a marriage that very morning—but relaxed when he found it was not Lady Mary who said her vows at the altar. But then he realized there were wedding guests and that a sort of party celebrating the couple’s union was going on…and feared he’d have no opportunity to suggest he show his wares to the ladies of the house and, therefore, no way of approaching Lady Mary. He touched the knife hidden at his side. He had to come close to her. Very close… Hesitantly, he asked the housekeeper, who was as enthralled as the young maids, if he might have a bit of a hayloft in which to sleep that night.

“Oh, I think we can do better than a loft,” she said, lifting still another roll of ribbon and letting it stream down so she could get a good look at color and quality. “We’ve a couple of empty rooms in the male servants’ area. A bed can be made up for you… How much is this one?” she asked.

Relieved of his greatest fear, realizing he’d actually be in the house overnight, he gave her a very good price on the thing, losing money, but not caring a jot. I’ll be in the house tonight…in the house!

While the evil king’s last agent gloated over his good luck, Jacob and Lester convinced Melissa’s father he’d no hope of recovering his losses by settlements from Lester. His mouth tightened and his eyes hardened. “No money means a scandal in the family. You’ll find yourself embarrassed by a father-in-law clapped up in the Fleet for debt.”

“I haven’t a notion why you think I’d be embarrassed. It isn’t Melissa’s fault you can’t hold household. She hasn’t even seen you since you married her off, innocent of the knowledge she had only to refuse and the vicar would not have pronounced them man and wife.”

The father jerked back. “Nonsense. A daughter. She must do as her parents tell her to do.”

“You don’t believe that, I’m sure,” said Jacob, looking at his nails, “since you know it isn’t true. A young woman cannot be forced into a distasteful marriage any more than parents of an underage daughter need give her permission to throw herself into a miserable one because of youthful infatuation.”

“Bah.” The man turned back to Lester. “You’ll not help me then.”

It was not a question but Lester, his mouth tightening and his eyes narrowing, said, “Not a cent. I would suggest you are not far from a couple of our northern ports. You might think it prudent to head directly from here to one of them.”

Melissa’s father hesitated. “My wife…”

“I will ask Melissa, but one way or another we will see your wife suffers no longer for your miserable inability to manage your life. And speaking of management, I think,” added Lester, “that a document turning management of your estates over to me might make it possible for some of the debt to be retrieved, leaving your heir something to inherit once you’ve stuck your spoon in the wall. I’ll also attempt to see Melissa’s brother is at least aware of how to manage his estates once he has them in his control.”

For a moment Jacob thought the man would explode, perhaps attempt to do Lester some damage…and then he appeared to collapse. “Pen. Paper. You’ll have your bloody pound of flesh, you bastard. Revenge that I prevented you from wedding Missy all those years ago,” he finished bitterly.

“Revenge? I’ve got that already. She and I have wed, you see, despite you. What I cannot see is why everyone else should suffer for your imbecility. Jacob? Where can we go to write up the documents?”

Jacob settled the two in the estate office and returned to the party where he found Melissa chewing her nails, fretting and worrying and very nearly beyond Mary’s control. Mary gave him a look and he grinned, approaching them just as the housekeeper approached from a different direction.

“You can stop worrying,” said Jacob. “Your father will be leaving shortly.” He turned to the housekeeper, “Yes, Mrs. Brownley?”

“There is a packman in the kitchen, my lord,” she said, knowing full well Jacob had no right to such a title. “He has asked if it might be possible to show his wares to the lady guests. I will say they are of an unusually good quality.”

“A peddler?” asked Melissa who had instantly ceased to concern herself about husband and father once she knew she was not to be torn from Lester’s side and thrust into the possession of her father’s choice of husband. She looked around. “Why not? It would be an unusual addition to a wedding feast, would it not? The chance to buy odds and ends of items.”

“Which, as a wedding gift, I will offer to pay for,” said Jacob smoothly. “Wedding favors of a sort.” Even if the blasted man overcharged him a hundredfold, it might be a way of getting the guests’ minds off the recent contretemps and into a more pleasant channel.

“I will take him to the sewing room across from the breakfast room,” suggested the housekeeper. “There is a good table there for him to set out his wares. When he is ready I will come tell you.”

Jacob nodded and, his eyes meeting Verity’s, he crossed the room. He explained to her what Lester had decided and then about the peddler. “I should announce his arrival and that he’ll be available soon for anyone who wishes to choose something as a memento of this, hm, happy day.”

Verity quickly repressed a grin. “But it is a happy day. Melissa is safe. She and Lester will contrive to have a good if not outstandingly happy marriage.” She shrugged.

“Not the sort you wish, however,” said Jacob and surreptitiously touched his coat over the hidden pocket in which lay still another license—this one for Verity and himself, assuming he could ever get up the nerve to propose…which he would do if he could ever believe she’d say yes.

Love… If only he could teach her to love him as he loved her…

* * * * *
 

The packman readied his remaining merchandise and wished he’d not sold quite so much of his better wares along the way in the process of learning his new trade. What was left was good but there had been better. He stood behind the table and awaited the ladies.

Awaited one particular lady…








Chapter Fifteen

 

Mary and Rube climbed the stairs. Rube had had quite enough of the celebration. He was always tense, worried and unhappy, when Mary lost herself in a crowd of people he didn’t know, didn’t trust.

“I could not have avoided the ceremony, Rube,” said Mary. She knew how he felt, felt more than a little the same way.

“We might have excused ourselves from the meal.”

“A breakfast after the ceremony is traditional. It would have been awkward.” She shook his arm a trifle. “It is over, Rube. We need not join in on the rest of the celebration.”

He nodded but still felt as if there were something wrong. Something he’d missed. At the top of the stairs to their floor, they turned down the hall. Halfway along a wall had been removed, opening up the room all the way to the front windows. Mary tugged Rube toward them. “It is such a beautiful day,” she said, coaxing.

He wanted nothing more than to close the door to their suite behind them, lock it, change the tight clothing of her culture for the loose robes of his own. But she had come docilely when he’d asked it of her and there was no one on this floor—he’d had that checked before they’d come up—so he indulged her wish to stand in the warmth of the sun streaming in onto the somewhat faded Axminster carpet. He pulled a couple of chairs around so they faced the windows and they sat, putting their feet up onto the low sill, and relaxed.

They talked. A marriage ceremony was something Rube had not experienced and he hadn’t understood all that went on. Mary explained the meaning behind the rite they’d watched, the promises made.

“But you. You’d not promise to obey any man, Mary. I now see why you’ve remained unwed.”

She chuckled. “I would probably add a few words—perhaps something along the lines of ‘I promise to obey when I think him right’. Can you see how shocked everyone would be?”

He smiled and reached a hand toward her. She put hers in his and they sat there, saying nothing, staring out over the long drive down to the lane that led one away from High Moor. They sat that way for some time and then Rube leaned forward. “I don’t believe it,” he said softly. “Why?”

Mary swore ever-so softly under her breath. “Your brothers, Rube. Your father has sent them? He wishes you to return perhaps?”

“Or he is ill… Mary, I must go down. You stay up here in our rooms with the door locked. It is possible they’ve learned of a further plot against you and come to warn us.”

“Nonsense. They’d not have come with such pageantry. They’d have come fast and in secret.” She rose to her feet. “I must be there to greet them, Rube.”

His lips compressed. His shoulder bothered him and he was tired. The day had been even more worrying than he’d expected. “I must change. They’ll not understand why I wear your foreign clothing.”

She laughed again. “Besides, it is a very good excuse for getting out of our foreign clothing, is it not?”

He smiled at that. “You know me well, Mary.”

“Very well,” she said and followed him to their rooms where she went into her own little inner side room while he changed. She resettled a few pins in her hair and shook out her skirts, wondering if they’d become too crushed, but decided it would take too long to change into another gown. And just as she made that decision, Rube rapped at her door. They went down to the front hall just as Reading and several footmen headed for the front doors. A maid could be seen scurrying off down a side hall and Mary suspected it was with orders to find Jacob.

The clatter of so many hooves brought any number of guests to front windows. They watched as the ensigns with their banners pulled up in front of the main entrance. They dismounted and hurried to place themselves, facing each other, at the foot of the steps going up to the now-open doors. Rube, with a quick searching glance around the front grounds, went to stand on the narrow terrace at the top. Mary, ignoring his hissed command that she remain safely inside, stood beside him.

The guards dismounted, one guard of each pair catching hold of three horses and the other half joining the two ensigns. Once all were in place, the three brothers dismounted. By this time Jacob had joined Rube and Mary.

“Who are they?” he said, barely moving his lips.

“My brothers,” said Rube, his lips moving even less. He stepped forward and made a speech of welcome in his own language. Then he introduced Jacob.

Mary, refusing to acknowledge the ceremonial style, moved forward and rushed down the steps and into the arms of the middle of the three men. She kissed him on both cheeks and, her skirts swirling, moved to the second and then to the third, the youngest. Here she paused. “Good heavens,” she said, her eyes widening. “It cannot be young Ali, can it?”

He grinned at her. In his almost-perfect English, he said, “Greetings to you, Lady Mary. We have come far to visit you.”

“So you have. Farther than you expected, I’d guess,” she responded, smiling. And then kissed him as she had the others. Linking arms with two of the brothers, the youngest and the oldest, she led them up the stairs. At the top, she introduced them to Jacob.

“I fear, my lord,” said the middle brother, translating as his elder brother spoke, “that we have arrived at a difficult time. You appear to have many guests.”

Mary quickly explained about the wedding. “But why do we stand here?” she continued. “Do come in.”

The wedding guests goggled at the richly robed, exceedingly dignified newcomers. The youngest guests, the least socially adept, whispered behind their hands. More and more guests arrived in the drawing room where Mary and Rube, wishing they could take his brothers somewhere private, talked of Rube’s family and the journey and those trivial things one discusses in such a situation.

Finally curiosity drawing him in behind the guests crowding the room, the former slave edged along the wall until he could see. His brows arched above his eyes and then sweat broke out along his upper lip. He recognized the garments even though he didn’t know the men. And fear that his presence in the area had been discovered made him shrink back until he actually leaned against the wall, his knees nearly buckling and letting him down. But he needed to know anything he could learn and listened avidly to the disappointingly banal talk.

Finally the eldest brother lost patience. The middle brother translated his quick words. “We have come at our father’s desire to escort you home, Rube.” He turned slightly, bowed and added, “Lady Mary, we are pleased to inform you, you are no longer in danger. Your enemy is dead.”

“Dead?” Mary glanced at Rube who was looking at her. A smile broke through and Mary, being Mary, twirled in a circle like a young girl might do. “Free! The danger is over!”

Rube stopped her. “Not yet.”

“Not?” She stared up at him.

“Not until his agents here in England know he is dead. Only then will you be safe.”

“But…how will they know?”

The packman, the weight of his duty sliding from his shoulders, fainted. A thump as his body hit the floor drew eyes. Jacob, seeing, forced a way through those crowding ‘round and ordered everyone back. “For the love of mercy, give the poor man air. It is the packman, is it not?” he finished after getting a good look at the creature. He leaned down and, grasping the protruding hilt, withdrew a long narrow knife from the man’s garments. He held it up. “Never seen the like,” he muttered, inspecting it.

Rube reached his side and took the blade. He growled, staring down at the man on the floor. “I believe,” he said, his tone dry, “that we no longer need to worry that Mary’s enemies will be unaware their king is dead.”

Mary squeezed in beside Rube. “Oh dear. The poor man.” She turned and made shooing motions. “Do go away,” she said, the order mitigated by a quick smile. “We cannot help him if we haven’t room to move, can we?”

Footmen came at her order and the man was removed to the small parlor Rube had occupied when he was first wounded and they’d not dared to transport him farther than necessary. Mary placed wet clothes on the packman’s brow. Lightly, she slapped first one cheek and then another. Finally she accepted the vial Verity handed her and wafted the open container under the man’s nose. He snorted, jerked, his eyes opening. He stared up at Mary—and reached for the knife Rube still held.

“Looking for this?” asked Rube, his tone unpleasant.

Memory returned and the man lifted himself on his elbows and forearms. “He is dead? The king is truly dead?”

“He is dead,” said Rube’s youngest brother, peering over Mary’s shoulder.

The man turned and prostrated himself, a long string of words poured from his mouth.

Mary tipped her head, listening closely. She nodded and, her hand on Rube’s arm, rose to her feet. “He is praising his gods that he is free. I believe we need no longer fear him.”

* * * * *
 

Gradually, the wedding guests tore themselves from the party. They talked of the wedding, the wonderful breakfast that had followed it, the fun the women had had choosing party favors from the packman’s supply—and then of the final unbelievable display of wealth and horrid revelations supplied by Lady Mary’s foreign friend’s brothers. No one had been the least aware of the problems Mary had faced and the story was one that would make the rounds for months, very likely years, to come.

As would speculation concerning the form Lady Mary’s friendship with the overly handsome foreign prince had taken. Mary’s father’s ghost growled and groused about the gossip about his daughter to the point Jenna told him it was Mary’s business and to be still about it. She wasn’t particularly polite about it either.

But you know there is nothing between them that should not be.

“And knowing that, you should stop worrying.”

I do not like it that anyone should think…

“The problem, my beloved,” said Jenna quietly, “is that I think the both of them wish it were otherwise.”

He was silent. You mean…

“I think they’d like to wed.”

But…

“Remember my sister and your son,” said Jenna even more quietly.

After a long pause, he responded. Oh. After a still longer one, he added a very quiet, Yes. Of course.

* * * * *
 

The wedding was over. So was Mary’s danger. Melissa and her husband returned to his estate but Rube’s brothers had settled in in a rather determined fashion. The arguments were all in a foreign tongue so Verity hadn’t a clue what was being said. She finally cornered her Aunt Mary and asked.

“They want Rube to go home. Now it is safe I mean to leave England on another of my little explorations. Rube thinks I shouldn’t go alone. He wants to continue protecting me.”

“So?”

“It is simple. In their society, a father’s word is law.”

“Oh.” Verity thought about that. “Then…”

“I cannot interfere.” A mischievous grin tipped her lips. “That is, I cannot yet interfere. I’ve a suggestion but until they all calm down they won’t listen to a mere woman.”

Verity chuckled. “You? A mere woman?”

Mary tried to suppress a smile but the twitch to her lips gave her away. “Awful, isn’t it? This being merely a woman?”

They joined arms and strolled out into the walled garden. They had nearly circumnavigated the rose beds when Verity asked, “Do you think that packman will take up your suggestion? A suggestion from you, a mere woman?” She flashed her aunt a quick, teasing glance.

“Since it is one he is already thinking possible, he very likely will.”

Verity had also thought it a good notion, her aunt supplying the man with English goods that he’d take home and peddle much as he’d done here. “But in his country? Will such things find buyers? Can they afford them?”

“Needles and pins are useful everywhere. Nor can I believe there is a culture in which the women will not want pretty things. I suggested he might also try to find small kitchen items such as metal cooking pots. Ones with looped handles that can be hung over a cooking fire…knives…ladles perhaps?”

“You talked to him for a very long time.”

“Poor man. He was a slave, you know.”

“To be a slave.” Verity shuddered at the thought.

“Hm. But a lucky one. His master was a kind man, evidently. Our packman has a family, which he should not have and his going off to visit them now and again was ignored. Now he can go home to them, a free man, wealthy as he’ll count wealth.” She chuckled. “He discovered, while playing the packman, that he is a very good salesman and he enjoys the life a great deal. His childhood and early youth were good. Then slavery—but under a good man—and now he can finish his years a free man and, as I said, a rich one, doing a thing he will enjoy doing. He is blessing his lucky stars.”

“And you, Aunt Mary?”

She sighed softly. “It depends…on how Rube settles his problem. To occupy my mind, I planned several trips during the years I feared I’d end up in that madman’s hands and, therefore, dead. Now I am surprised to find that I’ll not really enjoy my explorations as I used to do. Not if Rube cannot go with me…”

“I talked to his youngest brother. He had to contrive and connive to come with his brothers. Now he dreams of going with you when you go somewhere new.”

Mary sobered instantly, her head shaking from side to side. “Oh dear, it will not do, will it? One son…perhaps we can arrange for Rube to continue with me…but two? I doubt it very much.”

Jacob joined them. “Will they never cease their arguing?”

“I hope so,” said Mary, smiling.

“I didn’t know Rube could be so loud, so angry. Your grandfather, Verity, doesn’t like it. Neither does Jenna.”

Mary got a look on her face that had Verity asking, “What is it? What have you thought of?”

“That they must stop it, must they not? They are upsetting…the servants, are they not?” Her most mischievous grin appeared. “The time has come.” She nodded once sharply then winked and, turning on her heel, marched back into the house.

Jacob, hands on hips, stared after her. “The time has come?” he asked.

“She told me,” said Verity, “that once they calmed down, she had a suggestion. I think she means to make it now.”

“What suggestion?”

Verity sobered then looked a trifle surprised at her ignorance. “She…didn’t say.”

Jacob laughed, offered his arm and they strolled off, talking of other things. One was a problem Jacob had with a tenant. He discussed it with her, asking her advice.

“It is really the wife, isn’t it?” asked Verity after a moment. “She isn’t happy. Do you know why?”

“She is a complainer,” said Jacob dismissively.

“But has she something about which she has a right to complain?”

He frowned. After a moment he asked, “Such as?”

“The house on that particular farm… Does it need work perhaps?”

Jacob stared at her a moment then shook his head. “Verity, I’m a mere man. I haven’t a notion what might need doing. Will you come with me to see?”

“I’d be happy to if you do not think it interfering of me,” she responded a trifle diffidently.

“Interfere? But Verity, it is the sort of thing I hope you’ll do for the rest of your life,” he responded.

The words were stated so calmly that, for a moment, she didn’t respond. “Don’t…”

“Don’t hope that you will learn to love me as I’ve learned to love you? Don’t hope that you’ll wed me, live with me, have children with me? Don’t long to hold you? To laugh with you? To suffer with you when you suffer?”

Verity stopped. He continued on a step or two before turning and staring at her, his head tipped in a querying angle.

“Love…” she whispered. “You love me?”

“You don’t know?” He shook his head, a slow smile spreading across his face. “My dear, I think I fell in love with you that very first day when, looking like the veriest tweeny, you ordered me, quite in the manner of a grand duchess, to shush! You’ve no notion at all how beautiful you were in your anger at me and your fear for Jenna. None at all.”

“And…it isn’t just…you aren’t asking merely because… I mean, it is that you want to please my grandfather who wants us wed, is it not?”

He blinked. Then grinned. “I’d forgotten that. Will it help my cause that he wants us wed?”

She shook her head. “No. Love—”

“I love you,” he said, interrupting.

He stared deeply into her eyes and, believing, she moved into the arms he opened to receive her.








Chapter Sixteen

 

So another wedding was planned and carried through. Another day of joy and good company and good food and, of course, Rube’s bemused brothers, unused to English ways, observing and questioning and—to a degree, joining in. And then, the wedding guests leaving once again, they were all alone, especially Verity and Jacob who seemed to exist in something of a fog or, in their minds, lived in a fairyland of love and happiness.

“Well, Mel?” Jenna lay back against her pillows, her blankets turned down under her arms. She looked tired.

I knew they should wed.

“Don’t sound so smug. Everyone knew it. It just took them awhile to discover it for themselves.”

Not Jacob. He knew very soon he wished to make Verity his wife. It was my granddaughter who could not accept it was the right thing to do.

Jenna sighed. “I’m glad it is all settled.”

But it isn’t.

Her expression became more alert. “What do you mean?”

You must give Jacob the letter.

“Letter?” Jenna’s eyes widened. “Oh yes. The letter.” She reached for the covers, moving her legs as if she’d rise then and there to fetch the thing.

Not now. For one thing, the lovebirds have retired. Jenna saw the sly knowing look and knew he’d add, Again. Which he did.

Jenna laughed and the ghostly features grimaced. “You’re just jealous that they can and we can’t,” she teased.

The attenuated figure nodded. Very true. But there is another reason you must just lie back and relax and rest. You really aren’t well, are you, my Jenna?

“I have never regained my strength as I’d wish,” she admitted.

He nodded again. Sea air. I think you might improve in good fresh sea breezes. Perhaps a bit of sea bathing?

She cast him an old-fashioned look. “You are thinking of the cousin living in your house just off the Marine Parade in Brighton, are you not?”

He grinned. Killing two birds with one stone, think you? And then he sobered. Thing is, Jenna, it isn’t your time yet and I don’t wish you to suffer as you are suffering. Sea air is beneficial, you know.

She nodded. “But first the letter…”

Oh yes. And then perhaps we may all go on to Brighton together.

“But Mary…”

Ah. Mary. I wonder if I should stick my finger into that pie…

“But what can you do?”

His is a culture that listens to its ancestors. I, as you know well, am an ancestor. He grinned.

“But can you communicate with any of them?”

Oh yes. The eldest is quite sensitive. He’s already aware of my existence. I merely need say what needs saying. Repeating it if he doesn’t immediately understand me. He tipped his head in thoughtful manner. Perhaps I will enter into one of the man’s dreams. That is their way, I believe…

“And what will you say?”

That the two, Rube and Mary, are to wed and go off on their adventures, of course.

“Will he understand you? He doesn’t speak English. Or at least he pretends he does not. I have sometimes suspected he knows more than he’ll say.”

Dreams are strange. He will understand.

“But what of Rube’s father?”

That an ancestor insists will satisfy him.

“You seem very certain…”

He grinned. There are advantages to being dead, Jenna. I can learn all sorts of things I need to know. Just by asking.

“Asking?”

He nodded. Just by asking. How do you think I know it is not yet your time? How do you think I knew that Verity and Jacob should wed? How… He made a movement as if to grab her hand with its raised finger but remembered in time that he would chill her to the point of pain. Enough?

“Quite enough.” She yawned. “Remind me tomorrow about the letter…” And she fell asleep in an instant.

The late earl settled himself at the end of her bed, leaning against nothing at all and watched his love as she slept deeply but not as restfully as he’d have liked. She’d still be tired when she woke in the morning…and there was no way he could help her. He hated that he could not help her.

* * * * *
 

“The letter. I forgot the letter,” fussed Jenna. She started to rise from her chair but, thinking her boiled egg would get cold if she left, settled back and picked up her spoon.

“Letter?” asked Verity, looking up from her tea and toast. She couldn’t find too much interest but wished to be polite. A long night of loving had left her feeling so good, so relaxed and at ease with the world, nothing but memories of the night just past and anticipation of that to come interested her at all. Still, her aunt seemed overly agitated and that wasn’t good. “Were you supposed to have written a letter and forgot?”

“No, no.” This time Jenna actually rose to her feet. “I must get the letter.”

Verity too pushed back from the table. “You tell me where it is and I’ll get it.”

Jenna thought of the slim bundle tied in red tape, each individual missive sealed with three splotches of red wax, each of three seals belonging to a different person. She reseated herself. “I’m being foolish, Verity. I’ll get it when next I’m upstairs.”

“It is important?”

“Well, yes, but not something needing instant attention. I should tell you,” she said, changing the subject, “that I am making plans to go to Brighton for a time. The sea air might help complete the cure all your good care has begun.”

Jacob, coming in and going straight to where Verity sat, leaned down and kissed the top of her head, bringing blushes to her cheeks. He smiled but then looked across the table at Jenna. “Brighton? Alone? I cannot like you traveling all that way alone.”

“Mary will soon return to her estate. I will travel that far with her. From there it is no more than a day’s journey to Brighton, I think.” She looked from her niece to Jacob. “On the other hand, perhaps—” She cut off what she was about the say, biting her lip and shaking her head. “No, until Jacob reads his letter, I cannot be certain…” She turned her attention back to her boiled egg and toast.

“Letter?” said Jacob.

“Ah. The letter,” said Verity and picked up her tea.

After breakfast we will all go and get the letter, said a voice in Jacob’s ear.

As usual he was startled, jerked and this time spilled tea all down the front of him. He jumped up from the table. “Blast it, that’s hot.” He glared at nothing at all.

“Did you burn yourself badly?” asked Jenna, rising, her napkin clutched in her fist.

“No, no.” Jacob pulled his trousers away from his thighs. “Not badly but, if your old friend does not stop startling me when I’m at the table, I swear I’ll…” But then Jacob grinned. “No, I can’t do that, can I? He’s already dead.”

The footman assigned to the breakfast room dropped the platter of chops he was preparing to set on the buffet. It clattered against the highly polished mahogany sideboard. Everyone looked at him, saw he’d turned white and was staring bug-eyed at Jacob.

Jacob looked at Jenna and shrugged. Jenna sighed. “Henry,” she scolded the footman, “it is true we’ve a ghost but he’ll not hurt you. He’ll also be gone very soon—at least I think he will?” She looked toward the wall, where, much as he might have done when alive, her dead lover stood, his arms crossed, one knee bent and that foot pressing against the paneling behind him. Occasionally the shoe or perhaps his shoulder would fade a trifle into the wall and he’d jerk back into the seemingly relaxed position. “You will go with me, will you not?” she asked softly. And smiled when he nodded. She turned back to the footman who was now staring at the empty space to which Jenna had been speaking. “He says he’ll go when I go, so you needn’t concern yourself, Henry. Just carry on as you’ve always done.”

The footman’s mouth formed the word. “Ghost?” he asked silently…and slowly, gracefully, slumped to the floor.

“Oh dear,” said Jenna.

“Oh dear indeed,” said Verity a trifle crossly. She watched Jacob deal with the fallen man. “He’ll tell the whole household and we’ll have maids leaving and gardeners certain they’ve seen my grandfather’s ghost and the grooms convinced that every time a horse so much as jerks its head one way or another it has sensed him and…” She sighed. “We’ll never keep decent help again.”

“I’m very sorry,” said Jenna. “Perhaps if you pay him a goodly sum, Jacob, and ask Mary to give him a position, he’ll go away without saying anything?”

The footman, still a trifle woozy, said, “You certain he won’t hurt anyone?”

“He didn’t when alive, why would he when dead?” asked Jacob.

“And Mrs. Jennings talks to him? Sees him?”

“Yes.”

The footman took in a big breath and, with Jacob’s help, struggled to his feet. “Then…then if the…thing…will stay away from me, I’ll forget the whole bit. Specially if it’s going away soon.” He got a determined look to his jaw but his eyes still drifted here and there as if searching for something terrible.

“He’ll go when I go and that will be soon now,” promised Jenna.

“Very well.” The footman turned to the sideboard, saw that one chop had shifted almost off the platter, took up the serving piece and pushed it back where it belonged. Then he covered the tray with a silver cover and, with only a few glances here and there, stood at the end of the board, available if anyone wanted anything.

When they’d finished eating, Jenna asked Jacob and Verity to come with her to her room where she took Jacob’s letter from the packet and tucked the rest back into her cherry-wood writing desk, a gift many years previously from her lover who wanted her to write him whenever he must be away from home.

Jacob turned the missive over and over. He looked at the seals. “That’s your grandfather’s,” he said, pointing to the middle one at which Verity peered. “I don’t recognize the other two.” He looked up, his expression asking Jenna for information.

“The one on the left is the Tomlinsons’ solicitor’s. The other is the local magistrate’s.”

“Lord Balderton’s? Will he remember it, assuming he’s required to say something?” asked Jacob, rather fearful of what might be in the letter, which was addressed to him in his dead lordship’s handwriting.

“You mean testify? He has a copy. Or rather, his solicitor has a copy. Your grandfather, Verity, made certain of that. Open it, Jacob. I’m certain it is nothing you’ll find objectionable.”

Jacob hesitated half a moment more and then, gently, being careful not to break them, pulled the seals loose from where they closed the flap. He opened the page flat and laid it on the oval table by the window and motioned Verity to his side.

I’ve no notion who you’ve wed, Jacob,
said the letter after a few words of greeting, but if you are reading this, you are married. I know you well and I know you’d not have done so if you hadn’t fallen deeply in love. Love is the cure for many ills. Those you suffered when you arrived here at High Moor will no longer affect you and you are, therefore, free of all restrictions as stated in my original will. You must take this letter and your marriage lines to our solicitor—it is very handy that we’ve the same one, is it not? He will arrange all so that you become heir to High Moor in all and every respect. You may come and go as you please, but I hope it will please you to spend large portions of each year here where you have always been happiest.

The letter finished with a few conventional phrases and the bold unmistakable signature of the late earl. There was however a postscript. I wish like anything I could see the heir to my title’s face when he is informed you’ve fulfilled all demands and are heir in fact of High Moor!

“And so you will,” said Jacob, looking around. “He is here, is he not?”

Jenna smiled and moved her hand just a trifle nearer the chill that was her lover. “He is here.” She looked up to where he stood as close as he dared to where she sat by the window.

“Does this mean we can go to London and on to Brighton?” asked Jacob.

Jenna’s smile broadened. “Yes, it does. You must see your solicitor, of course, which takes you as far as London, unless you wish him to come here?”

Jacob, with a glance toward Verity, shook his head.

“Good. I would enjoy your company on to Brighton. I can stay with Mary while you go to London.”

* * * * *
 

Mary, meanwhile, was seated with Rube and his brothers. She looked from one to the other. “You see,” she said gently, “whatever our varying cultures say, Rube and I have fallen in love with each other. Shocking, of course—” She smiled a quick smile at Rube who sat, his features frozen that she’d reveal their secret. “But I cannot do without him. If this means my family will ostracize me—” She shrugged. “Well, I cannot care. I am in England infrequently in any case. Rube? Will you too chance the unforgivable? Will you wed me and we continue our adventures together as man and wife?”

Rube’s eldest brother spoke a few words. Softly, Rube translated, just in case Mary had not quite got the meaning. “His dreams. He says he has learned this will happen in his dreams.” Rube and Mary smiled at each other.

The man spoke again and this time sternly.

Mary’s mouth formed a line, the corners twitching and her eyes twinkling. “Of course we will come home with you and be married by your laws… But first we will be married here in England by ours.” She looked around. There were nods from the brothers, although the youngest grimaced. “You do not think we should wed by my laws?” asked Mary.

“Oh, it isn’t that. It’s just that marriage… Well, I just hope I never have to marry anyone.”

His elders chuckled and he turned a trifle red.

Rube ruffled his hair. “I felt much the same at your age. I’m afraid it is one of those things that happen to one as one gets older. One changes.”

The lad shook his head. “Not me,” he said and this time when his ears heated up, it was more from anger at his brothers’ teasing than embarrassment as it was the first time.

“So that is settled?” asked Mary.

The eldest gave another still longer speech in his and Rube’s language. The middle brother translated. The gist of it was that their father had hoped to bring Rube home before the two fell in love, but he’d feared it was already too late and, if it was, then he didn’t wish to lose a son and would welcome Mary to the family even if she were not exactly…

When the brother couldn’t find a proper word, Mary suggested, “Not exactly suitable?”

They all laughed and Mary and Rube, finally alone, made plans to go into York and apply to the archbishop for still another license. “He will think we’ve altogether given up banns in this household,” said Mary, laughing. “I’ll go tell the family and see how soon we may accomplish all so we can get on the road south. The sooner we’ve seen your father and received his blessing in person, the sooner we may be off to our former colonies in America and the sooner I can find a wise man or woman to teach me what is known in their culture of the healing arts.”

So. Still a third wedding entertained the neighbors who then had still more about which they could gossip. Lady Mary wedding that foreign prince… Well. Really! But there was some envy in the nubile breasts that Lady Mary had found herself such an exceedingly handsome husband—even if his complexion was an odd golden color.








Chapter Seventeen

 

London was hot and smelly. The river flowed sluggishly and the boatmen rowing Jacob and Verity from Mary’s estate to where they could easily reach the Inns of Court and the solicitor’s office were forced to work harder than usual even though they rowed with the water’s flow. The newlyweds didn’t much care how long it took. They were still far too involved with each other. The boatmen ignored the rustles, the giggles, the soft chuckles and other revealing sounds, leaving Jacob and Verity free to loll among the cushions in the bow of their transport.

Eventually, however, they reached their destination and, standing on the steps climbing up from the river, Jacob asked that the boatmen pick them up at a different set farther upriver about the time the moon rose that evening. “We’ll dine at the Redmond Hotel,” Jacob told Verity, “and return upstream when the sun is set and the temperatures are not so enervating.” He then led Verity to his solicitor’s rooms where, the man having been warned by letter of their arrival, Jacob was soon confirmed as heir to High Moor, all the proper papers signed and sealed and hands shaken all around.

“There is another thing,” said Jacob to his solicitor but turning a smile toward Verity. “It has been an exceedingly odd spring and early summer and I am afraid we married in something of a rush. There was no thought to settlements and wills and such legal necessities.”

He and the solicitor discussed Jacob’s wishes as Verity listened, her eyes widening more and more. “But that is too much,” she finally exclaimed.

“I’ll not have you or any children we produce suffering if something were to happen to me.” Jacob spoke in a firm no-nonsense tone and Verity subsided. “We’ll say no more on that head.”

The solicitor, however, had a great deal more to say but hesitated to state his objections to Jacob’s plans while Jacob’s new wife sat there listening. Still, after one or two glances at Verity, he did so.

Again Jacob shook his head. “Verity will learn what she does not know. She has already proven to me she is competent, that she has an excellent head on her shoulders and that she is sensible enough to ask for advice if there is something she needs to know but does not. I wish that she be, in case of my demise, fully in charge of High Moor.”

“But trustees…”

Jacob smiled. “Unnecessary so long as my wife survives me. On the other hand, if there are children… Verity, we must discuss who we would make guardian of any offspring. I’ve a suggestion or two…” He glanced at the solicitor. “We mean to return north from Brighton in a week or so and will stop here. Just leave space for names of guardians and trustees in the proper place in the documents and we’ll fill in what is needed. We’ll have made our decision by then.”

There was a little more discussion but soon Jacob and Verity departed and strolled along the Strand toward Piccadilly. “You’ll like the hotel where I mean us to dine. It is small and off the main streets, so very quiet. Mary reminded me of its existence. So…what would you like to do until it is time for dinner?”

“I’ve a few things I need to purchase…if that would be all right?” The discussion of allowances and settlements had left Verity in something like shock but, when she’d recovered, she realized she was rather excited by the notion she could order new clothes over and above what her aunt had purchased for her in York. Besides, there were things she still required. Most important was that she be measured for new shoes and slippers, something she needed badly. The thought was irresistible.

“You’ve never indulged yourself in the London shops, so you are in for a treat. Now let me think where we should begin…”

“And how do you know where I should shop?” she asked, a glint in her eye.

“Now, Verity,” he said, laughing at her teasing tone.

The laugh broke off sharply when a voice Jacob knew well shouted his name. Jacob rolled his eyes but stopped and turned to face the new Earl of Everston. “Good day to you, Mud. I’d like you to meet—”

He was rudely interrupted. “I knew you’d never stay in the northern wilds. I knew you’d leave and come south. I knew you’d fail to inherit. I knew…”

Verity, who had taken an instant dislike to the man, decided his lordship had gloated quite enough. “But you know nothing,” she said in a soft carrying voice. “We’ve just come from the solicitor. Jacob has been confirmed in his possession of High Moor.”

The earl’s mouth dropped open and his eyes bulged in an unhealthy manner. “I don’t know you,” he said. “You have nothing to do with this.” He turned back to Jacob, “Now I’ll just take myself off to my solicitor and inform him…”

Jacob too had no interest in prolonging the discussion. “You do that. You’ll find my wife did have something to do with this. Come, Verity. Let us proceed directly to a good warehouse and choose the fabric for your new gowns. Then we’ll stop in at Madame Justine’s for measurements and so that you can decide on styles. And, after that, we’ll have you measured for boots and the slippers you need and…” He walked off still listing all they had to do that day, leaving his cousin standing, open-mouthed, on the pavement behind them.

“Mel, are you here?” asked Jacob softly. He heard a rather evil chuckle and a satisfied and definite Yes as they strolled on down the street. Once they rounded the next corner, Jacob stopped Verity and they peeked back around the corner. “Stunned like a fish gasping for air. You cannot know how pleased I am to have given dear old Mud such a delightful shock.”

“Delightful?” asked Verity, doubtfully.

“Delightful to me,” said Jacob.

And me.
But only Jacob heard the ghostly voice.

Then, grinning, Jacob tugged Verity’s arm and they set off for the warehouse of his choice where he chose six or seven lengths of material over and above the four sensible choices Verity made.

The rest of the day passed in equally delightful fashion. And the boat trip back up the Thames with a glorious moon climbing up into the sky behind them was still more enjoyable. And then the days they passed at Mary’s estate while Verity’s new gowns were completed went by in a cloud of happiness for everyone.

Only one person stewed and fretted and wished they could continue their journey immediately. Fiddle on all lovers, ranted the ghost and Jenna laughed at him. You don’t understand, he continued. I want to get to Brighton to see if Cousin Sarah has come out of her shell. I want to discover if she too will fulfill my hopes. I want her to give up the nonsense of eternal mourning. She is too young to become a recluse, a bitter woman longing for a man who wasn’t even worthy of her—not that you’ll ever convince her of that.

But Jacob refused to travel on until Verity’s new clothes arrived. “I’ll not have her embarrassed,” he told the ghost who, at the most embarrassing of times, would whisper demands into Jacob’s ear. “We’ll go when we are good and ready.”

And that is what they did.
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