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            A Thank You Gift

          

        

      

    

    
      Thanks a lot for purchasing my book. It really means a lot to me, because this is the best way to show me your love.

      As a Thank You gift I have written a full length novel for you called Daring Fantasies of a Noble Lady. It’s only available to people who have downloaded one of my books and you can get your free copy by tapping this link here.
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      Once more, thanks a lot for your love and support.

      With love and appreciation,

      Olivia Bennet
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      He knows life is worth living...because he is ready to die for her.

      

      Cecilia Baxter, daughter of a well-known carpenter, spends her days assisting her father in his workshop. Never particularly interested in marriage, her life takes an exciting turn the moment a new client sets foot in the shop.

      Nicholas Lymington, Marquess of Clive, is every lady’s dream: young, handsome and...eligible. Complying with his mother’s request to help her choose furniture for their mansion, he finds himself hopeless at the sight of the carpenter's beautiful daughter.

      Drawn to each other, the fiery attraction between them grows by the minute…

      Ηowever, not everyone is on their side and even old debts must be paid. When Cecilia gets kidnapped, Nicholas has just a few hours to save not only the woman he loves but also himself, from an enemy that seems almost intangible...and ready to crush them both.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Cecilia picked up the sanded wooden beam that would become the final leg of the dining table and placed it in the lathe by the window, where the light was best. The warm afternoon sun glowed golden through the panes, and she felt that the wood was coming to life in her hands. She made sure that the object was tightly secured and adjusted the lathe precisely to ensure a perfect match between this table leg and its three companions, before beginning to work the treadle with her foot.

      

      Slowly, the design she had envisioned began to emerge from the wood. This was the moment that Cecilia loved best of all, turning a simple piece of wood into something that was both beautiful and useful. She imagined the Brewer family, for whom she was building the table and chairs. They would not be just a table and chairs; they would tell the history of the family.

      

      Perhaps in a few years, grandchildren will join them around the table. Someday their son and daughter-in-law will have this table in their kitchen.

      

      Although she had done this a thousand times in her father’s small woodshop, Cecilia never allowed herself to work while her mind wandered. She knew from experience that even a tiny moment of distraction could result in an uncorrectable flaw in the wood, or a bloody fingertip, or perhaps even worse. She turned away from thoughts of the family around the table, and focused on the piece right in front of her.

      

      It was an unspoken rule in Emmanuel Baxter’s shop, that no one should be interrupted when working, no matter what. So it was that Cecilia failed to notice her father and Archie Mowbray entering the workshop in silence. After a few minutes, her work on the table leg was completed to her satisfaction, and she removed it from the lathe and added it to the pile with the others.

      

      Cecilia’s father was a stocky man of about fifty, with the calloused hands and sun-weathered skin of a man who had worked hard every day of his life. He had never been called handsome, but as Cecilia looked up at his kind face, topped with thinning gray hair, she felt a surge of affection for the man who had raised her. Most fathers would refuse to let their daughters learn woodworking or any occupation besides maintaining a home, but Emmanuel Baxter recognized Cecilia’s curiosity and helped her develop a talent for woodworking. I’m quite lucky that he let me join him in the shop.

      

      Her mother had died ten years earlier while delivering a stillborn son. Cecilia and her father had clung to one another in their grief. Her father returned to work after his wife’s funeral, and twelve-year-old Cecilia had joined him every day, building on the skills she had previously learned. In a very short time, she was able to carve wood precisely and join the pieces she carved in perfect right angles.

      

      Around the same time, Cecilia’s father had taken on fifteen-year-old Archie Mowbray as an apprentice, and he and Cecilia had learned the mysteries of geometry, and the skills of woodworking, both a science and an art, side by side. Cecilia had learned to read from her mother, and she had taught Archie, who was able to write only his own name. Now, Archie was a journeyman carpenter and was soon able to read and write simple sentences, but he continued to work for the Baxter family instead of opening his own shop.

      

      “Your work looks perfect, Cecilia, shall I help you join the legs to the tabletop?” Archie slid next to her and smiled.

      

      “I can do the joining, if you’ll help me move the tabletop over to the workbench,” she replied.

      

      “I can help Archie with that, my dear,” her father insisted, “it’s quite heavy, you know.”

      

      “I do.” Cecilia gave him a smile. “I did make it myself, after all.”

      

      Her father laughed. “Yes, you did, and you made it perfectly as always. Still, it is quite heavy.” Then he added, more to himself than to either of his companions, “I just wish I had taught you how to lay a table for dinner in addition to building one.”

      

      They had had this conversation many times before, and as always, Cecilia rolled her eyes. “Well, we haven’t starved yet, have we?”

      

      “Of course, you’re right!”

      

      Everyone present was well aware that the money they had made selling Cecilia’s beautiful furniture had more than paid for the services of Mrs. Williams. Emmanuel Baxter had hired the cook and housekeeper shortly after his wife died, when it became apparent that his daughter would not be taking over the responsibilities of running his household.

      

      Over the years, Mrs. Williams had tried to take Cecilia on as a sort of apprentice in the kitchen, insisting that she must learn to cook and maintain a clean home if she ever hoped to find a suitable husband. Cecilia had no interest in the prospect of finding a husband, suitable or otherwise, and told Mrs. Williams so in no uncertain terms.

      

      When Cecilia was thirteen, Mrs. Williams had smiled and said that surely Cecilia would change her mind in time, all the while exchanging a mysterious look with Papa. However, when she continued to say the same thing at seventeen, and then at twenty, and now at the ripe old age of two and twenty, Mrs. Williams scoffed to hear such an unnatural proclamation.

      

      Still, she was a kind old woman missing the company of her own grown daughters who had married and moved away. Cecilia understood that she had her best interest in mind, so she tried always to think kindly of Mrs. Williams.

      

      Once her father and Archie had moved the heavy tabletop onto the workbench, Cecilia set to work joining the table legs to the four corners, fitting posts into the precisely-sized holes she had carved the day before. She measured each leg carefully to confirm what she already knew—that they were all exactly the same height—before setting them in place with glue. She placed heavy stones on the foot of each upturned leg to hold it in place while the glue dried. Tomorrow, when the glue was dry, she would reinforce the joints with wooden braces and nails.

      

      As Cecilia finished joining the legs to the table, Mrs. Williams entered the shop and announced that supper would be served shortly. Cecilia removed her leather gloves and placed them in a pocket of her apron, which she removed and hung from a peg next to the workshop door.

      

      I shall have to finish my work tomorrow; it will be too dark to continue after supper, and candlelight will be insufficient for such precise work.

      

      She proceeded into the main house with her father and Archie. They all sat at the simple wooden table that her father had made when he first built this house and workshop and brought his young bride home. Mrs. Williams served them a delicious stew of beef, onions, carrots, and potatoes, with freshly-baked bread to soak up the rich gravy.

      

      As they ate, Archie asked Cecilia what book she was reading.  He knew reading was one of her favorite pastimes when not working in the shop.

      

      “Right now, I’m reading Reflections on the Revolution in France, by Edmund Burke. It’s quite fascinating, actually.”

      

      “It sounds it,” said Archie.

      

      “What a thing for a young lady to read!” Mrs. Williams looked scandalized, “The study of politics and war is best left to your future husband, to be sure, Miss Baxter.”

      

      “If Miss Baxter’s husband enjoys the study of politics and war, surely he should enjoy having a wife who is capable on discussing those topics with him.” Archie said with a mischievous grin that made even Mrs. Williams walk away with a slight laugh.

      

      “Well, perhaps you shall have more time to read tomorrow, Cece,” her father said, reverting to her childhood nickname in a way that put Cecilia on her guard.

      

      “Why is that?” she asked, skeptically.

      

      Not meeting his daughter’s eye, he replied, “The Duchess of Huxley will be coming to the shop, and she is very proper, and wouldn’t like to see a young woman working at tasks more suited to a young man.”

      

      Cecilia looked crestfallen, and her father continued quickly, “I hate to ask it of you, but the Duchess is refurnishing much of the Huxley estate, and could provide us with enough work to last for many months. We can’t risk offending her, even if we don’t like her ideas.”

      

      Cecilia found this attitude extremely frustrating, though she would never say this to her father. Of course, it was hardly surprising. She knew that members of the aristocracy held particularly rigid views about the appropriate roles of young women, and those did not include carpentry.

      

      But really, why should the Duchess care what I do to occupy my days? I am no relation of hers, not even an acquaintance. Cecilia was tempted to confirm the Duchess’ worst suspicions of her, but she knew this was a huge opportunity for her father. It would serve no purpose to antagonize the Duchess. Besides, one day away from my work can hardly hurt me, after all.

      

      And so, Cecilia agreed to stay out of the shop the next day and allow Archie to finish her table in her absence.
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        * * *

      

      The remainder of supper was a subdued affair, with Cecilia remaining quiet, while her father and Archie discussed which pieces they would show the Duchess during her visit the next day. After supper, Cecilia helped Mrs. Williams to clear the table. After saying goodnight to her father and bidding Archie farewell as he left to return to his parents’ house, she then took a candle upstairs to her bedroom.

      

      Upon entering her chamber, Cecilia placed the candle on her writing desk and changed out of her simple work dress and into her night clothes. She let her dark hair fall in waves down her back and picked up an antique silver-backed brush. As she brushed the snarls out of her hair, she remembered sitting on her bed as a young girl while Mama brushed her hair. She picked up the matching looking glass and stared at her reflection.

      

      She supposed she might be pretty, for she looked very much like she remembered her mother looking, and her mother had been the most beautiful woman she had ever seen. But Cecilia felt she lacked the grace her mother possessed. Her clothes were always dirty from the workshop, and her hands were rough and calloused. Freckles were scattered across her face that had never been present on her mother’s.

      

      After a moment’s reflection, she returned to her writing desk and removed paper, quill, and ink bottle. For ten years now, she had been in the habit of writing letters to her mother.  She would share observations about her life, ask for advice, and imagine what her mother would have said, had she been alive to answer her daughter’s questions. Tonight, Cecilia started her letter right where she had left off the night before

      

      Dear Mama,

      

      I nearly finished the table today. All that remains is to brace the legs, and then to stain the wood, but Archie will have to take on that job tomorrow, since I won’t be able to work in the shop. The Duchess of Huxley is coming to the shop and Papa is worried that she won’t approve of my being there. I’m quite sure that he’s right about this, actually, but I can’t seem to stop myself feeling angry.

      

      Oh, Mama, what should I do? Am I some sort of unnatural creature, to prefer the woodshop to the kitchen? Am I truly a woman if marriage holds no appeal in my heart nor my mind? I cannot accept that, and yet, it seems that I must, for I am the only woman I have ever met who feels this way, unless there are others who feel this way, and succeed in hiding it from the world. And if that is the case, how do they manage to hide their true nature so well? Mama, did you ever feel the way that I do?

      

      I love Papa, and I know that he loves me and supports me in everything, but I can hardly ask him about this. Mrs. Williams wants the best for me, but I could never ask her either, she would never understand.

      

      Sometimes, in the evenings, when I write you these letters, I imagine how you might respond. I want to believe that you would tell me ‘it’s fine, child, I’ve felt this way too,’ or perhaps you would say, ‘everything will change when you meet the right man,’ or, ‘marriage does not make you a woman, you make yourself a woman.’ I do believe those things, but I should like to hear them from you, if only I could.

      

      I love you, Mama, and I miss you.

      

      Your loving daughter,

      Cece

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      As was his habit, Nicholas Lymington, the Marquess of Clive, came downstairs to breakfast late the next morning.  As was her habit, his mother pursed her lips and said nothing.

      

      Matilda Lymington was the Duchess of Huxley. She had been raised to observe the strictest of courtesies, and she expected nothing less of her own children. Nicholas might be nearing thirty, but he was still very much a boy in her eyes. In many ways, he seemed younger to her than her seventeen-year-old daughter, Lady Isobel. Nicholas pretended not to notice his mother’s pursed lips and greeted his family with a casual smile.

      

      Dining over eggs and sausages, Matilda told her family that she would be visiting a new carpenter later that day to see about some furniture for the ballroom, drawing room, study, and dining room. Perhaps she would order some pieces for her own bedchamber as well.

      

      Nicholas could not help rolling his eyes and hoped his mother would not notice. More than likely she would, he supposed, but she would never say anything about it. And really, how is one supposed to respond when she speaks of buying furniture as though this might be the most important information any of us will hear all day?

      

      “I want to be sure that the house is in perfect order for Isobel’s debut,” she sounded exasperated by her family’s lack of interest in this obvious necessity, “and we only have a few months to prepare!”

      

      Her husband, Richard, the Duke of Huxley, looked up briefly from his newspaper. “Yes, of course, dear, that sounds quite all right.” He promptly returned to his newspaper and did not speak for the remainder of the meal.

      

      “Nicholas,” the Duchess said, dabbing her napkin at the corner of her lips, “would you come along with me today? We could visit the Earl of Leicester and his family on our way home! You haven’t seen Lady Annette since she was ten years old, and I’m quite certain you’d be impressed by what a lovely young lady she’s become.”

      

      The Duchess was always trying to force these meetings on Nicholas, to ensure that he would make a respectable marriage to a well-born young lady. He wasn’t opposed to this outcome in principle, but so far, he had shown no interest in the young women his mother had thrust across his path. He remembered the Earl’s daughter as a shy child who had spoken so softly that he could never understand what she had said.

      

      Some of the young ladies she has introduced me to are pretty enough, to be sure, but none had been at all interested in art or world affairs, and I could scarcely imagine making conversation with them for an afternoon, let alone for a lifetime.

      

      “Ah, I’m quite sorry, Mother, but I can’t join you today. I’ve told Isobel that I’ll go out riding with her.” He flashed a glance at his sister. “She’s been pining for me so, while I’ve been in London. Now that the prodigal son has returned home, I can hardly deprive her of my company for another day!”

      

      The Duchess smiled in spite of herself—Nicholas could see that she knew he was frustrated by her attempts to find him a suitable wife, and that he was making excuses now, but she was taken in by his charm, as always. She had never been able to discipline him as a boy, and he supposed there was no reason it should be different now that he was a man. Still, he knew he could not put off the prospect of marriage forever, and he would have to find a wife soon or be forced to marry someone of his mother’s choosing.

      

      Isobel smiled conspiratorially at her brother. “Oh Nick, I’m so glad you remembered our plans after all!”

      

      Nicholas returned the smile,  silently thanking her for going along with his scheme. The family was finishing their breakfast with discussing the details of Isobel’s upcoming debut, and the new furnishings they would need to purchase for that event. When they had finished eating, and the servants had cleared away the dishes, each family member stood. The Duke returned to his study, while the Duchess called for her maid to bring her coat and hat, and the coachman to bring the carriage. Nicholas and Isobel went through to the parlor to discuss the day’s plans.

      

      “I suppose we’ll have to go out riding now that you’ve told Mother I begged you,” Isobel slipped her big brother an impish grin.

      

      “I am sorry, Izzy, but I really can’t stand to be paraded in front of some Earl’s daughter today. I know that Mother means well, but it really is exhausting. You don’t mind riding with me today, do you?”

      

      “Of course not! Riding, and spending time with my dearest brother, what on earth could be better?”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, dressed in riding gear and woolen coats, both brother and sister entered the stable. Nicholas saddled a dappled gray gelding named Pepper for Isobel, and a chestnut stallion named Jack for himself. Each led their horses out of the stable and mounted in the yard, before setting out toward the small town at a trot. As they rode, they spoke of their mother.

      

      “She talks of nothing but you when you aren’t at home,” Isobel revealed, “you, and the respectable, well-born young woman you must marry. She’s getting quite desperate. And quite dull, if you must know the truth.”

      

      “Surely she worries about your matrimonial prospects, as well?”

      

      “I’m certain that she does, but we both know that I’ll marry someone boring and suitable in the next few years. If mother worries about my future wedded bliss, it’s simply a matter of finding the right gentleman and making an introduction. How many ladies has she suggested you might like to meet now? And how many of them have you rejected? She despairs of finding anyone who could meet your exacting standards. And by the simple accident of our sexes, that means she must also despair of the future of the Dukedom. You are father’s heir. When you become the Duke, you will need an heir of your own, and so, you must take a wife.”

      

      Isobel said all of this matter-of-factly, without any hint that she might resent her brother’s stubbornness or regret her own obedience.

      

      “I know, Izzy, I know!” the Marquess failed to contain his laughter. “I’m very much aware of my duty to the family legacy, and I’m certain I shall take a wife soon, and alleviate all of Mother’s worries. Or, at least, I shall try to alleviate some of her worries. I just need a bit more time before I’m prepared to meet her next candidate.”

      

      “Well, if you won’t consent to meet Lady Annette and the Earl of Leicester, you must be prepared to be introduced to scores of noble daughters over the coming weeks. Mother will find a way to ensure that their paths cross yours. Many of them will be at my debut, and Mother will expect you to dance with each and every one of them in turn.” Isobel paused here, and then seemed to steel herself. “And Nick, please do as she expects and dance with them. This is an important event for me, and it may determine much about my future prospects. I don’t want Mother to spend most of the night making a fuss over your refusal to dance with some Duke’s daughter or other.”

      

      Nicholas had the decency to look slightly ashamed at this and promised his sister that he would be the perfect gentleman at her debut and be pleasant and sociable with all of the noble young ladies in attendance. They continued to ride in silence for some time, before Isobel spoke again.

      

      “Nick?” she tilted her head toward his, attempting to make eye contact. “Is there anyone in particular that you would like to dance with? Lady Annette, really has grown into a lovely young lady, you know.”

      

      Nicholas sighed ignoring this line of questioning and allowing his thoughts to wander. Was there anyone he might like to dance with? He searched his memory but could think of no one.

      

      He had danced with many young women through the years; some his mother would have approved of and some she most certainly would not. Some he had liked well enough to call on them once or twice, but most of them, not even that much. He knew that eventually he would need to marry one of these young ladies and start his own family. Still, he could not help but hope that he might meet someone who would hold his interest for more than a few conversations.

      

      A young lady whose beauty will captivate my eye, but whose personality will hold my attention long past the initial meeting.

      

      His thoughts were interrupted when Isobel asked if they could stop in town to post a letter she had written to a friend, and so it was that moments later, they stopped and dismounted in front of the post office. Without thinking, Nicholas handed the reins to a boy of about twelve standing in front of the building.

      

      When the boy looked at him, confused, Nicholas scoffed and said, “I’ll only be a moment.”

      

      The boy continued to look unsure of what to do, and Nicholas took back the reins and tied them to the fence post next to Isobel’s gelding. He was quite surprised to see that she had tied up her own horse without asking for help, but she did it quite naturally, as though she tied up horses every day.

      

      Nicholas could hardly imagine that the Duchess would approve of such behavior from a refined young lady, the daughter of a Duke, no less! He visualized the look that would cross her face if she saw her daughter doing the work of a stable hand: a widening of the eyes in shock, then a pursing of the lips in disapproval, and finally a false, tinkling laugh, as if to say “Oh, isn’t it charming how she pretends to be common?”

      

      While Isobel went inside to post her letter, Nicholas returned to his previous train of thought about the type of woman he might like to marry someday. I suppose that I might like to marry the kind of woman who would tie up her own horse and perhaps saddle it, too. The idea of a young lady who was willing to break tradition was strangely appealing.

      

      He imagined a beautiful woman, tall and slender, with creamy white skin and rosy cheeks, saddling a horse, unafraid to soil her clothes or her hands, and he smiled at the mere thought of her.

      

      Might Lady Annette be this type of woman? Or perhaps one of her contemporaries? I suppose I shall have to keep an open mind when meeting the young ladies Mother is sure to present to me in the coming weeks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      The following morning dawned, cold and bright, and Cecilia woke from a dream she could not quite remember. She thought that her mother had been there, brushing her hair, but try as she might, she was not able to recall the words her mother had spoken to her.

      

      She felt sure that they were words of encouragement, but about what? Had her mother answered the questions that Cecilia asked in her letter the night before?

      

      I shall simply have to accept the fact that I will never know the answers to those questions.

      

      Cecilia removed the bedclothes and stood up. She poured some water into the basin to wash her face, plaited her long hair, and went to dress. At her wardrobe, Cecilia paused. How should she dress for the Duchess’ visit? She would not be in the workshop, so she was unlikely to see the Duchess for more than a moment or two, but she supposed it was important to appear a proper young lady—the well-mannered daughter of a successful merchant. It was quite obvious that she could not wear any of her usual dresses—faded and stained with varnish and furniture glue. Nor could she wear her one formal gown to work in her own kitchen during the daytime.

      

      In the end, she chose an old dress of her mother’s. It was a bit old fashioned, but it was simple and clean, made of pale-yellow cotton, with a subtle floral print. It was just the sort of thing that a young woman would wear to work in her father’s kitchen while he carved and polished wood in his workshop.

      

      At breakfast, her father and Mrs. Williams complimented her on her appearance, and Cecilia felt a blush rising to her cheeks. She felt uncomfortable with her current appearance, and more so because they praised her for it, though she was unsure of why this should bother her. Cecilia was quite relieved when Archie arrived only a short time later and greeted her without comment on her appearance.

      

      “I promise, I shall finish your table to the highest standard, just as I know you would,” Archie said to Cecilia as he followed her father into the workshop at the back of the house.

      

      Cecilia knew he said these words, not to tease her, but to reassure her. All of Archie’s work was completed to the highest standard, just as hers was. They had both been trained by her father to be precise in their work. Still, she could not help but feel a sting at his pronouncement. She had designed that table, measured each piece exactly, and joined them with care, but now she would not be present to see those pieces transformed into beautiful pieces of furniture.

      

      I shall start work on the matching chairs tomorrow, and I have no doubt that I shall build many more tables in my lifetime, but I cannot help but feel cheated out of finishing this one.

      

      “Come now, Miss,” said Mrs. Williams. “I should be very thankful for your help in the kitchen.”

      

      Cecilia was soon set to stoking the fire, and fetching flour from the pantry for the bread she and Mrs. Williams would be making. As she kneaded the dough, she reflected that perhaps there was a sort of magic in this as well. Perhaps Mrs. Williams experienced the same joy at turning simple flour into delicious bread, that Cecilia felt when she created a chair out of ordinary pieces of wood. Mrs. Williams seemed to have perhaps a more practical understanding of the matter.

      

      “It’s no use fussing with a tried-and-true recipe. Flour, salt, yeast, and water. A simple loaf of bread will fill your belly and keep you alive long enough to bake the next loaf, just as well as a fancy one.”

      

      “At the bakery in town, I’ve sometimes seen loaves of bread with herbs or dried fruit baked in them,” Cecilia said, wondering what Mrs. Williams would make of such things.

      

      “Oh yes,” she replied, “I’ve seen them too, and tasted a few of them in my day. I suppose they’re all right, if you like that sort of thing, but truthfully it seems a bit frivolous to waste fruit or herbs on bread that would be perfectly fine without them. Bread is not art, bread is bread.”

      

      She proclaimed the last sentence with such force, that it was clear she felt that this settled the matter. Cecilia returned to kneading in silence, all the while looking out of the kitchen window to the small country lane that passed in front of the house.

      

      When the dough was kneaded and placed on the counter to rise, she saw a carriage approaching through the window. It stopped in front of the modest home, and an elegant woman stepped down when the coachman opened the door for her. She wore a simple dress of deep-purple satin, with cream colored lace at the hem, covered by a light woolen cloak of dark gray.

      

      Cecilia felt sure that this must be the Duchess of Huxley. No one who looked or dressed like this could be a resident of the town. She had learned from Archie that the Duchess’ name was Matilda Lymington, and she had a reputation for being stern and unforgiving.

      

      As the Duchess approached the front door, Cecilia felt a flutter of nerves, but steeled herself and went to greet the family’s guest.

      

      “Good morning, Your Grace,” Cecilia said, with a slight curtsey.

      

      The Duchess looked her up and down appraisingly, and then announced, “I’m here to see Mr. Baxter, please show me to him.”

      

      “Right this way, Your Grace, my father is in his workshop.”

      

      Cecilia led the Duchess through the main living space, to the entrance of the workshop, and entered quietly. She did not speak immediately in case her father or Archie were working with any dangerous tools, but the Duchess cleared her throat loudly, and both men looked up immediately.

      

      “Father, Her Grace, the Duchess of Huxley is here to see you,” Cecilia said nervously.

      

      “Welcome, Your Grace, it is an honor to have you here in my shop” Her father said in a somewhat unnatural voice, “My name is Emmanuel Baxter, and this is my employee, Archie Mowbray. We would be pleased to help you with anything that you might need.”

      

      “Hmm…” said the Duchess, as she walked into the shop, inspecting each piece of furniture closely as she passed it.

      

      Cecilia would have liked to remain there, to see what the Duchess thought of the various pieces, and whether she placed the large order her father was so hoping to receive, but she knew that she must return to the kitchen. She would help Mrs. Williams with her work and be there to offer the Duchess refreshment, should she require any after her tour of the shop.

      

      Cecilia felt that many hours must have passed between that introduction and the Duchess’ exit from the workshop, but the position of the sun in the sky suggested that it had been hardly any time at all. Mrs. Williams was only now pulling the bread from the hearth, which she supposed must mean that it had been no more than an hour.

      

      “You shall come to the estate tomorrow by eleven o’clock in the morning, to take measurements for the pieces we discussed,” the Duchess announced, as she left the workshop.

      

      “Yes, Your Grace,” said Mr. Baxter, bowing low, “thank you very much, I look forward to it!”

      

      The Duchess left the house without another word and climbed into her waiting carriage with the help of the coachman.

      

      “So, I gather we shall be fulfilling a large order for the Duchess and her family?” Cecilia was trying to keep her hopes high.

      

      “Yes, my dear! We’ll be refurnishing several rooms at the estate. Tomorrow, I’ll take measurements and finalize the details of the designs, and then we’ll need to begin work right away, as they shall need everything ready in just a few months.”

      

      “Papa?” Cecilia asked, “Could I join you on your visit to the Duchess’ estate tomorrow?”

      

      “May I ask why you would want to be present for this visit? It doesn’t seem like your usual sort of pastime, Cece.”

      

      Cecilia was surprised to find how much she wanted to go with her father on this outing. She didn’t much care for grandeur as a rule, but she couldn’t deny that she was curious to see how an aristocrat lived. In addition, if she was going to be building the furniture for the family’s estate, it might be helpful to see the grand rooms in which that furniture would ultimately reside. Not wanting her father to think her frivolous, she decided to focus her argument on the latter half of this line of thought.

      

      “Well, I suppose I should like to see the estate, so that I can understand how best to build pieces that will be in harmony with the Duchess’ taste” she said, reasonably, “and perhaps it would be helpful for you to have an assistant there to record measurements.”

      

      “Yes, I suppose you’re right. Of course, you always are, my dear,” her father said, looking at her affectionately.

      

      Just then, Archie entered the room, and hearing this last statement he feigned offense, “Mr. Baxter, you wound me! I thought you said that I was always right, and now I find that you tell your daughter the same thing. It has yet to happen, but what will you do if the day should come when Cecilia and I disagree about something of import? In such a case, how will we possibly know which of us is correct?”

      

      Her father laughed at that, “Archie, my boy, if the day comes when you and Cecilia disagree, then I shall know that you are wrong for the very first time.”

      

      Even Archie had to laugh at this, and he agreed that he would work in the shop the next day finishing their remaining orders, while Mr. Baxter and Cecilia travel to Huxley Manor and finalize the details of their work for the Duchess’ family.

      

      In her bedroom that evening, Cecilia once again wondered what she should wear the next day. She opened the wardrobe her father had made for her when she was a girl and considered her options.

      

      I suppose, in the end, I should do better to be overdressed than underdressed. Perhaps another of mother’s old gowns would suit the occasion, though perhaps it will need some adjustments.

      

      In the end she chose a gown that had been her mother’s, of moss-green velvet, with grey scrollwork embroidery on the bodice. The cream-colored lace at the cuffs and hem was beginning to show its age, so Cecilia resolved to remove it. She did this by candlelight, taking extra care to ensure that her work would not be visible when completed.

      

      Once her work was completed, she chose a petticoat of pure white, with eyelet detailing at the hem that would peek out prettily from the bottom of her gown. This was not Cecilia’s usual style of dress, and she hoped that it would be suitable.

      

      The candle had nearly burned itself out by the time Cecilia was satisfied with her work, and she changed into her night clothes quickly.  She climbed into bed, too exhausted to write anything more to her mother.
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      Nicholas sat in his favorite leather chair by the window of the drawing room, studying a chessboard on the table beside him. He had been playing a game by letter with a school friend for several months now. The game had not progressed in the way he had hoped, and it seemed quite inevitable that he would be defeated in just a few more moves, unless he could determine a new strategy.

      

      He had received Lord Walter’s letter two days prior with his most recent move and had been wondering ever since how he might escape the trap that was set. After several minutes, he decided that he would come up with nothing new today and would be best served by walking away from the board and returning with a clear head the next day.

      

      Standing up, Nicholas stretched his long legs and ran his fingers through his wavy auburn hair. Then he moved through the drawing room and into the library, where he chose a book at random from the shelf. Walking across the burgundy oriental rug, Nicholas approached the window to read by the bright, late morning sunshine, realizing as he sat that he had picked up a volume on the subject of the French Revolution.

      

      He was surprised to find such materials in his family’s library, as his father was a conservative Peer in the House of Lords, and could hardly be considered sympathetic to the plight of French commoners. Perhaps he had purchased the book to understand how best to avoid such a revolution in Britain. This was not a subject Nicholas would have sought to study on his own, but having found the book, he realized that he knew very little about the subject matter, and would do well to correct that lack.

      

      After several minutes of reading, which held Nicholas’ interest much longer than he had expected, he heard his mother’s voice in the drawing room, along with that of a woman he did not recognize. Thinking this must be one of the eligible young ladies his mother was sure to introduce him to in the coming weeks, he crept to the doorway and cracked the door open just enough to see the women talking, as well as a man that he guessed was close to his mother’s age, who appeared to be a merchant of some kind. Nicholas realized this must be the carpenter who would be re-furnishing several rooms of the estate.  He was about to step away from the door when the young woman turned around, and he saw her face.

      

      Nicholas felt a sharp intake of breath and hoped that it was not audible to the people in the adjoining room. He felt his heart beat faster for just a moment before settling back to its usual rhythm. His mind, on the other hand, could never return to its former state, after seeing the startling vision before him.

      

      She was tall and slender, although he ventured a guess that she was still several inches shorter than him. She wore a simple, but elegant gown of moss-green velvet. Her green eyes were large and lively, framed by thick, dark lashes, with a spark of curiosity that made him wonder what thoughts resided in the mind behind them. Her skin was a creamy white, free from blemishes, but adorned with a scattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks. Surrounding this perfect example of the female countenance was a mane of thick, glossy, black hair, plaited and wound into an elegant bun at the nape of her neck. She wore no ornaments in her hair, nor upon her person.

      

      Though she needs none, and they would only pale in comparison to the beauty of her face and form. I should very much like to caress the fabric of her gown, and feel the flesh of her arm beneath it.

      

      Upon closer inspection, Nicholas saw that her eyes were actually hazel, but made to look green by the color of her gown. He felt that he could stare into those eyes for hours at a time, perhaps days. I wonder, if she wore a gown of periwinkle, would her eyes appear blue? I should like to find out.

      

      As he continued to watch the group through the crack in the library door, he observed the beautiful young woman removing a length of knotted twine from her pocket, along with a small notebook and pencil. While the Duchess told the carpenter, in detail, what each piece of furniture should look like and where it should be placed, the beautiful young woman began to take measurements of the room and write them down in her notebook. She did this with a practiced motion, counting the knots swiftly with one hand while making notes with the other.

      

      Who could this mysterious creature be? The carpenter’s daughter, perhaps?

      

      “Now, Mr. Baxter, I don’t have much time, but I must show you the dining room, and I should like to show you the study too, as we will need to discuss those pieces in detail,” the Duchess said with brisk efficiency. “And I also have need of a new bookshelf in the library, but that should require less specific direction. I assume that you are capable of making a simple bookshelf without much intervention?”

      

      “Yes, Your Grace, of course, that will be simple enough once we have the necessary measurements.” the carpenter replied. To Nicholas’ ears, he sounded nervous, but he supposed that most people did when speaking to a Duchess, especially one so forbidding as the Duchess of Huxley.

      

      He observed that while her father seemed nervous, the beautiful young woman appeared self assured. Her eyes seemed to shine at the mention of the library, and she said, confidently, “Father, why don’t you and Her Grace see the dining room and the study, while I take measurements in the library?”

      

      Turning to the Duchess, she said “If Your Grace would be so kind as to show me where it is?” as though the matter were already settled.

      

      His mother stared at her for a moment, shocked by such impertinence, and Nicholas tried to imagine what might be going through his mother’s mind. It was a perfectly reasonable suggestion. Perhaps the Duchess would have made it herself if this girl had not done so first. But for a young woman, the daughter of a carpenter no less, to not only suggest it, but act as though agreement was a foregone conclusion, would be seen as arrogant and unbecoming. Nevertheless, after a moment, the Duchess agreed to this plan, and pointed the young woman to the door behind where Nicholas was standing.

      

      He knew that it would be improper for him to be alone in a room with this young woman, but there was no other means of egress from the library. Not wanting to be caught eavesdropping, he moved quickly to a chair by the window and returned to the book he had been reading, then feigned surprise when this most remarkable creature entered.

      

      “Oh!” she said, upon entering the room and seeing him, “I’m terribly sorry, My Lord, I didn’t realize that anyone would be in here. The Duchess has asked me to take measurements for a bookcase my father will be building.”

      

      She stood before him, twine in one hand, notebook and pencil in the other, looking unsure of what to do next. Surely she knew as well as he that it would be improper to be alone in a room together, but he had the impression that she cared very little for propriety, and he was intrigued by this as much as anything else.

      

      “That’s quite all right, Miss…?”

      

      “Baxter,” she said assuredly, “Cecilia Baxter. My father is the carpenter who will be making new furnishings for several of the rooms here.”

      

      “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss Baxter. And my apologies for surprising you. My name is Nicholas Lymington, Marquess of Clive. My mother is the Duchess who will be terrorizing your father for the next few months.”

      

      Miss Baxter laughed at this, and Nicholas thought it a delightful sound. He was amazed to meet a young woman who seemed to be neither in awe nor in terror of his mother.

      

      “Please don’t let me take you away from your work, Miss Baxter.”

      

      “Thank you, My Lord” she said, and set to work measuring the empty wall to the left of the doorframe and making note of the width, height, and depth from the wall to the nearest window casement. Then she moved to the opposite wall and measured the existing bookcases.

      

      Nicholas pretended to read his book but watched her over the top of the pages as she moved about the room. She did this with a brisk efficiency, that was nevertheless graceful. After taking down the necessary measurements, he saw that she began to sketch the existing bookcase, presumably to ensure that the new one would match.

      

      After several minutes, she looked at her drawing with a slight frown and sighed.

      

      “Is everything quite all right, Miss Baxter?”

      

      “Oh, it will be quite all right, I’m sure,” she said, but continued to frown at the notebook in her hand.

      

      “Come now, you must tell me what is vexing you, or I shall fear that I have offended you, and we’ve only just met!” he said in his most charming voice.

      

      Miss Baxter looked up at him, seeming momentarily confused, but then smiled and began to speak:

      

      “Well, My Lord,” she began. “It is important for a room to be in harmony, each piece fitting in well with the others, so that they don’t seem to be fighting one another.”

      

      “Yes,” he said, “I never thought of it that way, but I can see that it would be important.”

      

      “It is. And it’s not just a simple matter of matching colors. In fact, sometimes pieces can be very similar but out of proportion to one another in size, or the same color but different styles, or different to one another in some other way that makes them unharmonious to the eye.”

      

      “Ah, I think I’m beginning to understand. And is that going to be a problem here?”

      

      “We shall find a solution, I’m sure, but due to the placement of the doorframe and window, we won’t be able to simply match the bookcase on the opposite wall. It would be easy to make it narrower and shallower than the other, but then the proportions will not be pleasing to the eye.”

      

      “I suppose that is a problem,” Nicholas replied. “Would it not be solved by making the spacing between the shelves smaller, in proportion to the width and depth?”

      

      “Perhaps that would be more aesthetically pleasing, My Lord, but then the shelves would be too small to fit any books. We must consider functionality as well as appearance.”

      

      This was so obvious, that Nicholas felt embarrassed not to have considered it himself. He had never felt so inferior to a young woman in his life, but she smiled at him pleasantly, with no hint that she thought him a dunce, and just as quickly as the feeling had arisen, it receded again. She was a complete stranger to him, but she made him feel completely at his ease.

      

      “Will your father be able to find a solution?”

      

      “Yes, it’s just a matter of simple geometry. We’ll work something out, I’m quite sure, I’ll just need some time to consider the possibilities.”

      

      “You will consider them, Miss Baxter? Have you learned geometry?”

      

      “Of course,” she said, as though it were the most natural thing in the world for a young woman to study high-level mathematics. “I could hardly build anything at all without understanding geometry!”

      

      She really was astonishing! “You build pieces with your father?” Nicholas asked.

      

      “I did when I was younger,” she replied. “Now I build pieces on my own, sometimes following my father’s designs, or Mr. Mowbray’s—his employee, and sometimes designing them myself.”

      

      At the stunned look on his face, she began to flush, but continued, “I know it’s an unusual occupation for a young woman, but my mother died when I was a young girl, and I’ve spent most of my days for the past ten years in my father’s workshop. My father has no son, though he treats his employee like one, and in a way I’ve become his son as well as his daughter.”

      

      “You are quite unlike anyone I have ever encountered, Miss Baxter!” Nicholas watched her look away and felt frightened that he had said the wrong thing.

      

      “I’m sorry,” he continued, “I mean no offense, in fact I find you fascinating. I imagine it must be an almost magical experience, turning a plain piece of wood into something that people will rely upon, like this bookcase. And to make it beautiful as well, what could be more rewarding?”

      

      The young woman looked at him in earnest, as though she was not sure whether he was being quite truthful with her, but after studying his face for a moment, she smiled shyly and said “Yes, it is quite magical, My Lord. I’ve never spoken to anyone about that feeling before.”

      

      The two young people stared at each other across the few feet of space separating them, and Nicholas felt a warmth spreading in his chest that was unlike anything he had ever experienced before. He was usually charming and confident, but he could think of nothing to say in that moment and merely smiled at this beautiful, fascinating, clever being before him.

      

      After a moment, Miss Baxter looked away as though she felt uncomfortable. Glancing about the room, her eye landed on the book Nicholas had been pretending to read when she entered the room.

      

      “What are you reading, My Lord?” she asked.

      

      “It’s a history of the French Revolution. Rather a dull retelling, but a fascinating subject matter, about which I must confess I am woefully ignorant.”

      

      “Yes, it is a fascinating subject, isn’t it? I’ve only just been reading Reflections on the Revolution in France myself!”

      

      “Really? What a coincidence!” Nicholas exclaimed. With each sentence she spoke, Cecilia intrigued him more.

      

      A woman who is knowledgeable about geometry and international politics? How many such women can there be in Britain? I had yet to meet one, until today, and this one is just as beautiful as she is clever.

      

      Before the two could exchange any more information, they heard the Duchess and Mr. Baxter approaching the library. Quickly, and as if by mutual agreement, they turned away from one another; Nicholas returned to his chair and continued pretending to read. Miss Baxter coiled up her knotted length of twine and returned it to her pocket, then she continued to sketch the existing bookcase.

      

      When each of their parents entered the room, the Marquess and Miss Baxter looked up at them, but gave no indication that they had spoken to one another. Nothing untoward had happened during their meeting, and the door had stood fully open the entire time. The carpenter looked at his daughter with a surprised expression on his face, but she merely told him that she had the necessary measurements and sketches.

      

      “Nicholas,” said his mother, sternly, “I had no idea you were in the library, or else I should not have sent Miss Baxter in here to take measurements and disturb you.”

      

      “She was no bother at all, I’ve just been reading while she did her work,” he replied casually.

      

      The Duchess nodded, indicating that she accepted this version of events, and led Mr. Baxter and his daughter out of the room. Nicholas remained in his chair, replaying the preceding quarter of an hour in his mind, and wondering when he might see Miss Baxter again.
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      Cecilia rode home alongside her father, hardly listening as he told her the details of the large order they would be fulfilling.

      

      Her meeting with the Marquess of Clive had been a surprise in more ways than one. She had never spoken to a member of the aristocracy for so long nor so informally. He had been polite and inquisitive, showing an interest in her work, and seemed genuinely pleased to find that they had a mutual interest in the subject of the French Revolution.

      

      And, of course, she could hardly deny that he was quite handsome. It was unusual for Cecilia to meet someone several inches taller than herself, and he had none of the awkwardness I’ve often observed in long-legged men. His smile was slightly crooked, the only imperfection in an otherwise perfect face, but Cecilia had found it charming. She felt that it had radiated genuine happiness when they spoke. She imagined running her fingers through his auburn hair, or staring into his warm brown eyes, the color of the earth in spring, when the flowers begin to bloom.

      

      Have I become an utter fool, besotted with a man so far beyond my reach?

      

      “...won’t we, my dear?” Her father asked. He had obviously been talking for some time now, and Cecilia had failed to hear the beginning of his question, having been lost in her own meandering thoughts. She felt a flush of embarrassment, but pushed the feeling away.

      

      “I’m sorry, Papa, I didn’t hear what you said.”

      

      “I said that this will be a very big order, and we shall have to work from dawn until dusk every day to complete it in time, but we shall manage!”

      

      “Oh, yes. Yes, of course, we will, Papa” she responded, feeling a surge of affection for her father. She knew that fulfilling this order would mean a change in the family’s financial status, and with luck, it would lead to future work for other aristocratic families. Cecilia smiled at the thought of designing beautifully-carved settees in addition to her usual work of making wagon wheels and simple chairs and tables.

      

      This reminded her of the problem of the proportions of the bookcase, and she began to explain the dilemma to her father. She would need to show him the sketch she had made to truly illustrate her point, so she might have waited until they returned home, but she wanted to keep her mind from wandering. As always, her father listened to her explanation patiently before adding any thoughts of his own.

      

      “Well,” he said, in a matter-of-fact tone, “the purpose of a bookcase is to hold books. It’s no use making smaller shelves that won’t fit any books, so we’ll only adjust the width. The slight reduction in depth should still accommodate most volumes.”

      

      “Yes, the depth shouldn’t be a problem, but I am still concerned about the height between the shelves, Papa. Functionality is important, and I agree that it makes no sense to build a bookcase that cannot store books, but you saw the library, it is a beautiful room. Each piece must be in harmony with the others. The Duchess is quite particular from what I can tell, and she won’t be pleased to have a bookcase that does not fit with the rest of the room.”

      

      Cecilia’s father seemed to consider this, as they continued their ride home in silence. Cecilia thought about the pieces the Duchess had ordered.  There would be a dining table and chairs for twelve, with matching sideboard and hutch. In the drawing room, a settee, two small tables, and two chairs were needed. For the Duke’s study, a large desk and three chairs had been ordered. For the Duchess’ own bedchamber, she had ordered a small writing desk and chair, as well as a new wardrobe. She had given specific instructions on all of these pieces, and although there were many of them, and they would take several weeks to complete, most would be straightforward. Only the bookcase in the library gave her pause.

      

      I am sure there must be a simple solution to this problem, but it is escaping me, no matter how hard I search for it. I must not allow thoughts of Lord Clive to distract me from my work.

      

      When the Baxters returned home, it was midafternoon. There were about three hours of daylight left, and they set to work preparing sketches and plans, and gathering materials so that they could begin in earnest the next day. Archie had completed the finishing touches on several pieces that had been in progress up to this point. Cecilia’s table, and the six matching chairs stood in the corner, the final layer of varnish nearly dry. The brewer and his wife would come to fetch it tomorrow, Archie assured them.

      

      Cecilia took out her notebook and opened it to the sketch of the bookcase she had made earlier that day. She showed the drawing to Archie and her father and explained her concerns about building the new one. Now that he could see the sketch, her father seemed to understand her concerns better than when she had tried to explain them to him on their ride home. No solution was immediately obvious to him or Archie, but they agreed with Cecilia that they would find a way to make the piece both functional and aesthetically pleasing. All three agreed that they would think more about this overnight and discuss possibilities the following day.

      

      For the time being, they divided up the remaining pieces, and each person began to sketch designs. Cecilia started with the small writing desk and chair that would be placed in the Duchess’ bedroom. She began by sketching something similar to her own writing desk, which she felt was the perfect example of that piece. However, as she sketched, she tried to imagine the Duchess sitting at the desk, writing letters to other members of the aristocracy.

      

      This is not a writing desk for a carpenter’s daughter, it is for a Duchess. A Duchess would surely cringe to see such a plain piece of furniture in her chamber. Perhaps if I add some scrollwork to the drawer fronts...

      

      Cecilia paused and looked at the drawing she had been making. It did not look like a desk for a Duchess, but rather like one for a common girl pretending to be more elegant than she was. She resolved to start again. This time, Cecilia pictured the Duchess herself: beautiful but cool, she had been dressed elegantly, but not ostentatiously on the two occasions that they had met. Each element of her dress and appearance had been carefully selected to ensure that she looked effortlessly beautiful. Using this aesthetic framework, Cecilia set to work sketching once more.

      

      The Duchess had requested a mahogany writing desk, five feet in width, and three feet in depth. Cecilia envisioned the dark wood, polished to a bright shine, and began the sketch again. This time, she disregarded her own desk and pictured the elegant furniture she had seen at the Duchess’ Manor. She considered what would make the desk functional as well as beautiful.

      

      In the end, Cecilia sketched a rectangular table top, with rounded corners and a gently-curved edge. To either side of the chair, she added a small drawer for storing quills, ink bottle, paper, and sealing wax. The fronts of the drawers she adorned with a simple carved pattern of vines forming a border around each edge. At the center, would be iron knobs in the shapes of roses in bloom. The chair would be elegant in its simplicity, with the pattern of carved vines on its back panel to match the desk.

      

      I wonder what Lord Clive would think of this piece. To be sure, I doubt that he much cares what his mother’s writing desk looks like, but he did seem genuinely interested in my work today. Would he approve of this piece?

      

      A warm feeling entered her chest as she thought this, and it spread to her face, making her blush. It was true that the young Lord was handsome, and seemed a charming, clever, fellow, but it was quite unlike Cecilia to be distracted by such things. She had met handsome men in her life, and she had discussed the intricacies of her work with her father and Archie, but this was something else entirely. And it simply would not do to become infatuated with a Lord who stood first in line to inherit a dukedom. She was the daughter of a carpenter. A successful carpenter, to be sure, but a carpenter nonetheless.

      

      Cecilia suspected that Lord Clive did not wish to be hampered by social expectations, but in the end she felt sure that the Duchess would make the final decision as to his marriage, and she would be sure to choose a nobly-born young lady with impeccable social graces.

      

      Cecilia’s attention continued to wander to the subject of Lord Clive as she composed a list of the materials she would need to begin work on the writing desk the next day, and this state of affairs did not improve when she sat down to supper with her father and Archie.

      

      “Cecilia?” Archie asked, looking somewhat concerned. He was offering her a piece of bread, and she had not even noticed.

      

      “What?” she said, confused. Then, realizing that she must have been ignoring him for some time she continued, “Sorry, Archie, I’m quite tired, and my mind drifted off for a moment there.”

      

      She took the bread that Archie offered and ate the rest of her meal quietly. When everyone had finished eating, she announced that she would go to bed at once, and quickly went to her bed chamber, where she sat down at her own, unrefined but much-loved writing desk. She took out her paper, quill, and ink, and once again wrote a letter to her mother.

      

      Dear Mama,

      

      The strangest thing has happened today. Papa and I went to The Duke of Huxley’s Manor to finalize a large order from the Duchess, and while I was taking measurements in the library, I met the Duchess’ son, Nicholas Lymington, The Marquess of Clive. He was unlike any man I have ever met, and not only because he is by far the most handsome. He asked about my work and seemed genuinely interested in hearing what I had to say about the art of woodworking.

      

      He did express some surprise that a young woman should have such an occupation, but rather than finding it strange or off putting, he seemed fascinated at the prospect. We even discussed the book he was reading, on the French Revolution, and that I am also currently reading a volume on the same subject.

      

      Mama, I only met him for a few moments, but all the rest of the day I could not stop thinking about him, and every time I did, my heart beat faster, and my face flushed with warmth. Is this what it feels like to fall in love? Or is it simply infatuation? I sincerely hope it is the latter, as I know that no possibility exists of marriage between myself and a man who will one day be a duke. But if it is merely a passing infatuation, then true love must be an even more overwhelming experience, and how could anyone ever survive such a thing?

      

      I don’t know if I shall see Lord Clive again, and in truth, I don’t know if I should hope to see him again, or hope to avoid him. At our meeting today we stared into each other’s eyes for a moment, and I felt that I might drown in them. It was a wonderful feeling, but a frightening one as well. I wish that you were here to help me understand what is happening to me.

      

      Your Loving Daughter,

      Cece
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      A few days after his encounter with the intriguing Miss Baxter, Nicholas returned to the library. It was a dreary, autumn day, and there would be no pleasure to be had out of doors, so Nicholas decided to study the problem of the bookshelf that had stymied the carpenter’s lovely daughter.

      

      He soon discovered that his family’s library contained only a few volumes on geometry, and none more advanced than those he had studied at school. I shall have to see what volumes I can find at the bookshop in town when the weather is better. Still, he supposed he should review the books that were available to him, as he had not thought much about the subject since leaving school.

      

      Nicholas chose a large, leather-bound volume, and carried it to his favorite armchair by the window. The sunlight was weak in the gray, cloudy sky, so he lit the lamp on the small table next to him before opening the book. The spine was stiff, and he could tell that no one had opened this volume for many years. Perhaps it had never been opened. As far as he knew, no one in his household had a particular interest in the subject.

      

      As he read the text, and studied diagrams, he found that the Pythagorean Theorem was far more interesting than he remembered. Though perhaps it is just the thought of discussing it with Miss Baxter that holds my attention.

      

      About an hour had passed when Nicholas looked up from his book to see his sister entering the library.

      

      “Hello, Nick,” she said, “what are you reading?”

      

      “Good afternoon!” he replied. “I’m reading up on the elementary principles of geometry.”

      

      Isobel’s eyes opened wide, and she stared at her brother for a moment before speaking. “Really? I never realized you had a particular interest in mathematics.”

      

      “No,” Nicholas replied, “I don’t suppose I ever did have an interest in it. But I’ve had the most fascinating conversation recently, about building a bookshelf, of all things, and it’s made me keen to understand the concepts involved.

      

      “I see…” said Isobel, arching her delicate eyebrow and walking toward him. “You’ve been chatting to the carpenter?”

      

      Isobel looked quite like their mother, tall and slender, with pale skin and rosy cheeks, and her soft brown eyes were large and round. Looking at her, Nicholas imagined how the Duchess would react if he told her about his conversation with Miss Baxter. But then, Isobel smiled at him playfully, and suddenly Nicholas relaxed. Isobel is as different from our mother in nature as she is similar in appearance. I need not fear confiding in her.

      

      “The carpenter’s daughter, actually” he said, with a wistful smile, remembering the feeling in his stomach that he had experienced during their conversation.

      

      Isobel said nothing to this announcement, but gave her brother a rather knowing look.

      

      “Miss Baxter actually works in her father’s shop, and will be building some of the pieces that Mother has ordered for your debut.”

      

      “A young lady working as a carpenter? How fascinating!” Isobel looked genuinely intrigued by this idea. Izzy would like Miss Baxter, I’m sure of it, even if Mother and Father would never approve.

      

      “Yes, she is quite fascinating. I believe she is the most fascinating person I have ever met.” Nicholas said, more to himself than to Isobel.

      

      “I see,” Isobel said with a smile. “The carpenter’s daughter is the most fascinating person you have ever met. Is that because of her carpentry skills, or does she have other charms as well?”

      

      Nicholas pretended to ignore this comment, and returned to his book. He found it difficult to concentrate, as his mind was preoccupied with the many charms of Miss Baxter. He was remembering the delicate curve of her pink lips when she smiled at him, when he heard Isobel speaking once more.

      

      “I gather from your silence, that Miss Baxter must have caught your attention with more than just her knowledge of geometry. I suppose she must be quite beautiful.”

      

      “Izzy,” Nicholas said, cautiously, “I hardly think that matters.”

      

      “So the answer is yes, then.” Isobel said, matter-of-factly.

      

      Nicholas scowled at his sister, but she continued to speak.

      

      “Come now, Nick, do tell me about the lovely Miss Baxter. I want to know more about the young lady who is capable of capturing my brother’s attention so fully. I won’t tell Mother and Father, obviously.”

      

      Isobel had sat down in the armchair opposite Nicholas and placed the book she had been holding on the small table between them. She looked at him now with frank interest, and he felt sure that he could trust her to continue this conversation without fear of judgement.

      

      “All right then,” he said, feigning exasperation. “If you must know, Miss Baxter is quite lovely, in addition to being clever. Her eyes are hazel, in truth, but they have the most amazing quality, wherein they appear to be green at certain times, and I expect they would appear blue at others. She is quite tall, taller even than you, Izzy, though not as tall as me. When I met her, although we only spent a few moments together, I felt instantly as though we would be able to talk to one another for hours and hours, never running out of things to say.”

      

      “Well,” said Isobel, “she really does sound delightful. I suppose you should like to involve yourself more in the process of designing our new furniture, just to have the chance to see her again.”

      

      “Indeed, I would like that, although Mother might not approve. No doubt she would think it quite improper if she knew that Miss Baxter actually designs and builds the furniture herself, rather than just acting as her father’s assistant.”

      

      “No doubt Mother would find most anything that a carpenter’s daughter does improper,” Isobel said with an unconcerned air. “But Mother need not know too many details. In my experience, the less she knows about the particulars of day-to-day life, the better.”

      

      Nicholas barely had time to register the cryptic nature of his sister’s statement, before the bell rang to summon the family to supper. He returned his geometry text to the shelf, and noticed that Isobel placed her book on the table in the hall on her way to the dining room. He supposed that she planned to bring it to her bedchamber and read there tonight.

      

      He spared only a moment to wonder what she would read about, before his thoughts returned to Miss Baxter.
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        * * *

      

      Cecilia was working in the shop, humming a simple tune to herself as she sanded a long cedar plank. Cedar was one of her favorite types of wood to work with, and she breathed in deeply, enjoying the heady scent of the wood. The workshop smelled of glue and varnish most of the time, but she had become so used to those scents that she hardly noticed them. The smells of the different types of wood were the only ones to which Cecilia paid any attention.

      

      Her long dark hair was plaited and coiled in a bun at the nape of her neck, but one stubborn strand escaped at her left temple and fell into her face. Cecilia pushed the strand away with a gloved hand, tucking it behind her ear. She stood upright as she did this, and arched her back to stretch it. After spending so much of the day bent over at her work, stretching felt wonderful, and she sighed in relief.

      

      Just as she was stretching, Archie Mowbray entered the shop holding several more pieces of cedar that would be used to build the  Duchess’ new wardrobe.

      

      “All right, Cecilia?” he asked.

      

      “Quite all right, Archie, and yourself?”

      

      “Well, your father is certainly keeping us both busy, but I must say that I’m enjoying working on this wardrobe. I think that maple is my favorite wood to work with, but the cedar really is lovely,” he mused. “What about you?”

      

      “I do love working with cedar, the smell is so lovely. Of course, we’ve made some lovely pieces in maple as well.”

      

      “I remember the cradle you made for your doll when you first began working in the shop,” Archie paused to grin at her and then said, “wasn’t that made of maple?”

      

      Cecilia laughed at the memory. “That cradle was made of any scraps of wood I could get my hands on. As I recall, some of the pieces were maple. Of course, it never rocked properly, because I mismatched the curves at each end.”

      

      “Luckily, you’ve learned a thing or two since then,”

      

      They both laughed at this, and worked together to move the cedar pieces to the workbench. Cecilia and Archie were of a height–she was tall for a woman–so it was easy for them hold opposite ends and move heavy objects together. In the ten years they had worked together, each of them had grown several inches, and each had been taller than the other at one time or another, but never by more than an inch.

      

      As they worked, Cecilia remembered the cradle she had built. In addition to not rocking properly, it had had gaps at two of the corners, where she had failed to measure the pieces properly. I should have been ashamed of such a poorly-made piece, but Papa was so proud of me.

      

      “As I recall,” Cecilia said, “the first piece that you built on your own was a storage trunk.”

      

      “It was–a simple one, made of oak. Nothing special, but it worked well enough, I suppose.”

      

      “It was quite a bit better than my unfinished cradle!”

      

      “I suppose it was, but only because I had been working with your father for several months before he let me make anything on my own. You had barely spent a week in the shop when you made that cradle. It was impressive, truly.”

      

      “Oh Archie, you do know how to make me feel better!”

      

      “Better?” asked Archie, “Are you in need of cheering up?”

      

      “Oh no, it’s nothing. Really.”

      

      “Cecilia, if something is bothering you, you can always talk to me. Perhaps I might be able to help,” He looked genuinely concerned.

      

      “I…” Cecilia began, “I still haven’t found a solution to the problem of the bookshelf.”

      

      This was true, strictly speaking, although in truth she had been so busy that she had yet to spend much time thinking about the problem. Still, I can hardly tell Archie that I’ve been distracted by thoughts of the Marquess of Clive for the past week.

      

      “Yes, that is a surprisingly-difficult challenge. I’m sure that we shall come up with something, between the three of us. Although if I were inclined to gamble, I would wager on you being the one to solve it, Cece.”

      

      Cecilia was flattered by Archie’s confidence in her skills, though she was unsure that it was warranted. She knew that she was a skilled carpenter, but most of her pieces were made independently, rather than as part of a collection of already-existing furniture. This was a new challenge for her, and she had limited time to come up with a solution.

      

      After supper that evening, Cecilia spent an hour in her bedchamber sketching possible solutions for the problem of the bookshelf. She calculated measurements and proportions, adjusting them slightly on each version, until she had a sketch that she thought might work.

      

      After this, she was quite tired, but the day’s work had given her quite a bit to think about. She pulled paper, quill and ink from the drawer in her desk and returned to the ongoing letter she had been writing to her mother for the past ten years.

      

      Dear Mama,

      

      Do you remember the doll that you gave to me when you told me that I would soon have a younger brother or sister? You made it yourself of rags and yarn, and I loved it so much. I doubted that I could ever love my sibling as much as that doll. I was not a very original child, I must confess, and I called her Dolly.

      

      After you died, and the baby with you, I built a cradle for Dolly in Papa’s workshop, and I imagined you helping me to tuck her into bed every evening. I still have Dolly, but the cradle has long since fallen apart. It was the first thing that I ever built and was not of the finest quality.

      

      Now I am working on a new project, for the Duchess of Huxley and her family. I’ve learned quite a lot in the intervening decade, if you’ll forgive me for being immodest, but I feel like a little girl guessing at how to build a cradle all over again.

      

      I am hopeful that I may have finally devised a solution to the immediate problem of how to construct the bookshelf, but still I feel at odds with myself. The Marquess of Clive, son of the Duke and Duchess is a constant distraction. It has been a week since we met, and that was only for a few minutes, but I find myself thinking of him at all hours of the day and night. What is he doing right now? I wonder to myself, when I should be thinking about my work.

      

      I must resolve to focus on my work. This job is incredibly important to Papa, and I cannot sabotage it with some childish fantasy. And I imagine that the Marquess has not thought of me even once since our meeting, so it can only cause me heartache to think of him at all. I’m sure that if you were here you would advise me to forget about him and think only of my work, and I shall try my very best to heed that advice.

      

      Your Loving Daughter,

      Cece

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      Over breakfast, the Duchess of Huxley announced to her family that she would be visiting the carpenter’s shop again today to check on his progress with the family’s furniture order. The Duke looked up from his newspaper momentarily to nod at her and then returned to reading it. Nicholas saw that Isobel was trying to catch his eye, and very pointedly ignored her. Perhaps I can contrive to go with her and see Miss Baxter once more.

      

      “Mother,” said Nicholas, “might I join you on your journey today?”

      

      “Why, yes, Nicholas, I should like that very much” the Duchess replied, bemused. “In that case, perhaps we can call on the Earl of Leicester and Lady Annette on our way home, since you weren’t able to come last week.”

      

      “Of course,” Nicholas said. “I’ve been discourteous in failing to call on them before now. Thank you for reminding me of my obligation. What time shall we set out?”

      

      “I’ve asked Thomas to have the carriage ready at half-past ten. Can you be ready to leave by then?”

      

      Nicholas glanced at the carriage clock on the mantle and saw that this would mean he would need to wait an hour before leaving to see the intriguing young lady in her workshop, but it would not do to seem over eager, and an hour is not so long after all.

      

      “Yes, that will work perfectly, Mother.”

      

      Upon finishing his breakfast, Nicholas stood up, announced that he would like to do some reading until it was time to leave, and walked across the hall to the library. Isobel managed to catch his eye as he left the room and grinned at him, to which he responded with a quick wink.

      

      In the library, Nicholas picked up a small notebook he had been using to make notes and sketches while reviewing the available books about geometry. He flipped through the pages, idly, reviewing the notes he had made. Some were merely reminders of things that he had learned at school and then forgotten, while others were questions about things he hadn’t fully understood.

      

      He wondered what Miss Baxter would say if he asked her about the things that had confused him. Would she think him ignorant? Perhaps she would, and perhaps I am. But I suspect she would be kind about it.

      

      Nicholas imagined sitting next to her at a table, heads tilted together to look at a paper as she drew a diagram to illustrate the concepts to him. He passed nearly a quarter of an hour fantasizing about the lesson she might teach him, were he her pupil. He was startled back to reality when the clock chimed ten.

      

      At this, he stood up, placed the notebook and pencil he had been holding in his waistcoat pocket, and began to pace about the room. Twice he stopped, standing opposite the spot where a new bookshelf would be placed. The bookshelf that had been the focus of his conversation with Miss Baxter. He tried to imagine her constructing it, but had no concept of how one did such a thing.

      

      As he stared at the wall in front of him, he noticed a slight imperfection in the wall. At first glance, he thought it was merely a crack, but upon closer inspection, he saw that it was a perfectly straight line running from floor to ceiling. Intrigued by this discovery, he walked up to the wall and touched it. At first nothing happened, but pushing with slightly more force, he discovered that this panel of the wall swung open to create a secret entrance into a small passageway.

      

      Nicholas was quite surprised to discover this, and was on the verge of walking into the passage to investigate further, when he heard the clock chime once more. It was half-past ten and his mother would be expecting him to leave with her. He had just closed the hidden door when the Duchess entered the library and asked him if he was ready to leave.

      

      A servant stood next to her, holding Nicholas’ coat and hat, which he quickly put on before walking to the front door with the Duchess by his side.

      

      “I’m so glad you’ve agreed to call on Lady Annette, Nicholas,” the Duchess said, as they crossed the entrance hall.

      

      “Yes, I’m sure it shall be a lovely visit,” he replied, his mind still lingering on what he had discovered in the library. Why on earth would there be a secret passageway out of the library?

      

      He could think of no satisfying answer to this question and resolved to return that night when all of the household was asleep, so that he could explore properly.
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        * * *

      

      Cecilia and Archie worked in silence for a few more moments before Emmanuel Baxter returned to his shop. He had been meeting a forester from just outside of town who supplied much of the wood used in the shop. Cecilia knew that he had hoped to negotiate a better price for their next order, which would be larger than usual, due to the large volume of work they would be producing.

      

      Cecilia looked up to see her father walk in with a scowl on his face. He was silent as he removed his cloak and hung it on a peg next to the door. A look of concern passed between Cecilia and Archie.

      

      “Papa, are you all right?” Cecilia asked, cautiously. “How was your meeting with the forester?”

      

      “Oh, well. It was fine. I’m fine, truly.” He replied, though it seemed clear from his voice that he did not feel fine.

      

      “Were you able to negotiate the price you wanted, Mr. Baxter?” Archie asked him.

      

      “No, unfortunately, he was unwilling to negotiate on the price.”

      

      “Not at all?” Cecilia asked shocked.

      

      “Not even a farthing!” her father replied, throwing his hands up in the air.

      

      “Oh Papa, what shall we do?” Cecilia was feeling genuinely worried now. The Duchess of Huxley had placed the largest order they had ever received, and when it was complete and paid for, they would be wealthier than they ever had been. In order for that to happen, though, they would need to purchase greater quantities of raw materials than was usual, and Cecilia was not sure how they would afford it.

      

      “Never you mind, Cece,” her father replied, putting on a brave face. “We shall manage, just like we always do.”

      

      “Perhaps the Duchess might make part of her payment up front to cover the cost of materials.” Cecilia suggested.

      

      “She has already made a down payment of £5, it would be most unusual to ask for more at this stage. And anyway, we shall manage, as I said.” Emmanuel Baxter’s tone suggested that this was the end of the discussion as far as he was concerned.

      

      Cecilia held her tongue and returned to her work, but she felt a stab of unease about the financial situation and resolved to be especially cautious in her usage of raw materials in the future.
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        * * *

      

      Nicholas sat across from his mother in the back of the carriage as they traveled through the town to Mr. Baxter’s woodworking shop. He was making an effort to listen politely to what the Duchess was saying, but struggled to keep his mind from wandering to the hidden passage he had recently discovered. Where could it lead? And what purpose could it possibly serve?

      

      “Lady Annette is a most accomplished pianist,” the Duchess was telling him now, “perhaps you should ask her to play for you, since you are both music lovers.”

      

      “Yes, of course, that sounds like a wonderful idea,” he responded, attempting to sound enthusiastic. In truth, Nicholas was not a particular lover of music, but he had expressed some interest in the subject as a child, and the Duchess had insisted ever since that he was a prodigy.

      

      The remainder of their journey passed in silence. Nicholas looked out of the carriage window at the passing trees, their leaves a vision of red and gold. He breathed in the brisk autumn air and listened to the rhythmic sound of the horses’ hooves on the dirt lane.

      

      After a quarter of an hour, the carriage slowed to a halt in front of the Baxter family home. The coachman opened the door and the Duchess stepped out, with Nicholas following behind her. He adjusted his coat as he stepped down, and they walked to the front door.

      

      A woman in a rough-spun dress and apron opened the door when the Duchess knocked. Nicholas guessed that she was in her fifties, but he knew that Miss Baxter’s mother had died many years earlier, and supposed that this must be the housekeeper. She curtsied to the guests and went to announce their arrival to Mr. Baxter.

      

      Nicholas observed that the housekeeper appeared surprised by their arrival, and concluded that his mother had not warned the family of this visit. I wonder how Miss Baxter will react to that.

      

      As they waited for Mr. Baxter to emerge from the shop, he looked around the room, wondering which of the items there had been built by Miss Baxter. There was a simple, but beautiful rocking chair near the hearth, that looked as though it might have been made by a feminine hand. The table and chairs where the family must take their meals was well worn, and Nicholas guessed that it was built before Miss Baxter had been born.

      

      A moment later, Mr. Baxter emerged from the shop, smiling nervously and wiping his hands on a heavy canvas apron.

      

      “Welcome, Your Grace, My Lord. What a pleasant surprise! What can I do for you today?”

      

      “Good day, Mr. Baxter” the Duchess said, pleasantly enough. “We’re merely here to see how your work is progressing.”

      

      “Ah, yes. Yes, of course…” Mr. Baxter stammered. “Of course, if Your Grace and My Lord would follow me into the shop, I would be happy to show you the work we have been doing.”

      

      Mr. Baxter walked across the room to the shop entrance and held the door open for his guests. The Duchess held up the heavy silk skirt of her gown an inch from the floor and walked into the shop. Nicholas followed closely behind her.

      

      Upon entering the shop, Nicholas looked around. It was a large, open room, with large windows to let in the light. The earthen floor was swept clean, but wood shavings clung stubbornly in the corners of the room. A large wooden workbench was placed on the opposite wall, beneath the largest window in the room.

      

      Standing at the bench, with her back turned to the doorway, Nicholas saw the tall slender form of Miss Baxter sanding a long wooden plank. He watched as she leaned over to look closely at her work, and seeing the graceful curve of her neck, he was enchanted once again. He longed to reach out and touch her smooth skin, though he knew that to do so would be impossible.

      

      Nicholas glanced at his mother and saw that her lips were tightly pursed and her brow was arched. Of course, he had known that she would not approve of a young lady, even one of common birth, working as a carpenter. Still, it seems unnecessary to show her feelings so plainly on her face.

      

      All of this had happened in a matter of seconds, and Miss Baxter soon stood up and turned around to face Nicholas and the Duchess. Her hazel eyes widened at the sight of them, but after a moment she gathered her composure and greeted them politely.

      

      “Your Grace, My Lord, how do you do?” she asked.

      

      “Quite well, Miss Baxter, and you?” Nicholas answered.

      

      “I’m quite well, My Lord, thank you for asking,” she said, and then, turning to the Duchess. “Your Grace, shall I show you what I’ve been working on?”

      

      Nicholas managed to stop himself from grimacing at the look on his mother’s face. He could clearly see her horror at the fact that, not only did Miss Baxter work in the woodshop, but that she spoke so directly to a member of the aristocracy.

      

      Mr. Baxter must have sensed the tension from the Duchess, because he stepped forward and began speaking quickly.

      

      “Mr. Mowbray and my daughter have been working on the wardrobe for your bedchamber, Your Grace,” he said, pointing to the large piece on the right side of the room.

      

      The Duchess walked over to the wardrobe with Mr. Baxter and began to examine it. Nicholas walked around the perimeter of the workshop, taking care to look casual in his observation of the tools and materials. Eventually he approached Mr. Baxter’s employee, Mr. Mowbray, and asked what he was working on.

      

      “This is the desk for your father’s study, My Lord. The glue is setting now, and tomorrow, I will varnish and polish the finished piece.”

      

      “I see,” Nicholas said, “It is very handsome, I’m sure that my father, the Duke, will agree.”

      

      “And of course, there will be chairs, which I will begin working on later today, My Lord.”

      

      “Very good, very good, Mr. Mowbray.”

      

      Nicholas determined that he could continue his walk around the shop without arousing any suspicion at this point. He moved toward Miss Baxter at the next bench and felt a tightening in his stomach as he approached her.

      

      “Miss Baxter, lovely to see you again!” he said in a friendly voice as he approached. “And what are you working on?”

      

      She curtsied politely, but looked him directly in the eye when she spoke. “My Lord, I finished construction on your mother’s writing desk yesterday and stained it this morning. The varnish is drying currently, and I’ve just been gathering materials for her new wardrobe.”

      

      “I see,” Nicholas said, and then leaning in closer, speaking in a quieter voice, “and the bookshelf? Have you found a solution to that problem yet?”

      

      Miss Baxter gave him a searching look now, her eyes wide. He was surprised to see a flush rising in her cheeks. Her beautiful lips parted, and after a moment she spoke.

      

      “My Lord, I…” she hesitated, and then continued, “I think that I may have found a solution, but I won’t be able to begin work on it until the wardrobe is finished.”

      

      She returned to sanding the long plank of wood as Nicholas watched, standing beside her. Then, after a moment, she said, in a lowered voice, “My Lord, I must admit that I am surprised that you remember our conversation about the bookshelf at all.”

      

      “In truth, Miss Baxter, I’ve thought of little else since our last meeting” he murmured to her, leaning over the bench to inspect her work, “I’ve been revising my geometry knowledge, which I must confess, I have thought very little about since leaving school. I have only the most elementary textbooks at my disposal, though. I’m sure that I would learn much more if you were to teach me.”
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        * * *

      

      Nicholas Lymington, The Marquess of Clive, son of the Duke and Duchess of Huxley, was standing next to her at a workbench in a carpenter’s woodshop. Cecilia could hardly believe the circumstance in which she currently found herself. Could I possibly be dreaming? Not only is he here, but he claims to have been thinking of our conversation for the past week, surely my mind is playing tricks on me.

      

      “Pardon me, My Lord?” she asked, hardly daring to believe what he had just said.

      

      “I said that I have quite failed at re-learning geometry from the limited books available in my family’s library. I was merely speculating that I would make quicker progress in my studies with a tutor such as yourself to instruct me.”

      

      Cecilia laughed at that but quickly stopped herself. “You flatter me, My Lord, but I know only what my father has taught me, and what I’ve managed to find in the few books I’ve been able to acquire over the years. I am confident that you learned more geometry at school than I shall ever know.”

      

      “It is true that I studied the theory of geometry at school, and as I recall, I received top marks in the subject, but my recent revision has convinced me that I never understood the practical implications of the subject,” he said, earnestly, looking at Cecilia with his piercing brown eyes. “Not in the way that you do, not intuitively, Miss Baxter.”

      

      She felt a flush rising in her cheeks and hoped that it would not be visible to anyone else. At the same time, she felt a tightening in the pit of her stomach, though it was not at all unpleasant.

      

      “It is true, My Lord, that practical applications can differ greatly from theoretical knowledge,” she said in the calmest voice she could manage, “but surely we can both agree that it would be most improper for me to act as your tutor.”

      

      “Yes of course,” he replied quickly, “of course, it would be most improper, as you say. I was merely making conversation, not a suggestion.”

      

      Oh dear, have I offended him? Or perhaps I have read too much into his comment. Surely that is it; surely he never meant to suggest that I should actually be his tutor.

      

      “Of course, My Lord. May I help you with anything else?”

      

      “No, Miss Baxter, please don’t let me keep you from your work any longer!” he replied, but he smiled at her warmly, and she felt her own lips curl up in an answering smile. As she looked away from The Marquess, she glanced toward the Duchess, who was looking at her with a mixture of curiosity and what appeared to be distaste.

      

      Cecilia quickly returned to her work, avoiding the glance of either the Duchess or her father. Nicholas walked away to inspect a large piece on the other side of the room, and she managed to stop herself from looking up to watch him walk away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      After three-quarters of an hour, the Duchess announced that it was time to leave the shop and held out her arm for Nicholas to escort her from the house. She told Mr. Baxter that she was satisfied with the work he had done so far, but that she might return again to check in a fortnight or so.

      

      “Farewell Mr. Baxter, Mr. Mowbray, Miss Baxter!” Nicholas called as he left the shop, “Thank you for seeing us.”

      

      “It was our pleasure,” the carpenter replied, “please come back whenever you would like.”

      

      As the coachman opened the door to the carriage, Nicholas helped the Duchess in. He followed her in and sat on the opposite side, turning his head to look out the window, rather than directly at his mother. He had noticed her watching him as he spoke to Miss Baxter, and although he knew he would be unable to avoid a discussion about it entirely, he was hoping at least to delay it. Unfortunately for Nicholas, the Duchess had a different idea.

      

      “You seem to have acquired a new-found interest in carpentry, Nicholas.” she observed.

      

      “Have I?” he replied, casually, “That is news to me.”

      

      “You spent quite a lot of time talking to Miss Baxter. If it was not because of an interest in carpentry, then I suppose I must assume it is was the fact that she is quite pretty,” said the Duchess, and then added coldly, “in a common sort of way.”

      

      Nicholas sighed upon hearing this, but reassured her, “Mother, don’t be absurd, I was merely making polite conversation. I spoke with Mr. Mowbray as well, and I assure you it was not because he is pretty, in a common sort of way or otherwise.”

      

      Even the Duchess laughed at this, and the remainder of the journey to visit Lady Annette was quite pleasant. They discussed the plans for Isobel’s upcoming debut, and Nicholas agreed with all of his mother’s suggestions, having no strong opinions of his own to offer.

      

      As the Duchess spoke, Nicholas’ mind returned to the secret passageway he had discovered earlier that day. He was eager to investigate where it led, thought he supposed it might just be a passageway used by the servants to access the library for cleaning. Still, he would be curious to ask Miss Baxter if this sort of thing was typical in a manor house. I suppose there is no reason for her to know that, having never built a house as far as I know, but perhaps her father has built a house and told her all about it.
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        * * *

      

      A short time later, the carriage drew to a stop in front of the Earl of Leicester’s estate. The coachman opened the door, and Nicholas followed his mother out into the garden path leading to the front door. As they walked up the path, he saw that although the garden was not in bloom, it was meticulously tended.

      

      A butler greeted them at the front door and took the Duchess’ calling card, before showing them to the parlor and offering them tea. Nicholas and his mother sipped their tea in silence while they waited to discover whether the Lady Annette was receiving guests today.

      

      A moment later, the butler entered the parlor once again and announced “The Lady Annette Covington” before showing her into the room.

      

      Lady Annette was a petite young woman of about twenty years, Nicholas guessed. Her blonde hair was arranged in a bun, with clusters of curls around each ear, framing her round face.

      

      “Your Grace,” she said warmly, “My Lord, how kind of you to call on me! Unfortunately, my father is not at home today, but I hope that you will find my company satisfactory in his absence.”

      

      “Yes, of course, my dear!” The Duchess replied. “We are delighted to see you. It must be five years or more since you’ve met my son, Nicholas, the Marquess of Clive.”

      

      “Yes, Your Grace, I believe it has been at least that long. I was just a child the last time I saw Lord Nicholas.”

      

      “As I recall,” Nicholas interjected, “you were quite shy in those days. I’m not sure we ever exchanged more than five words!”

      

      “Nicholas!” The Duchess said, sounding scandalized. “I hardly think that is a fair assessment, nor is it kind to mention such a thing.”

      

      Lady Annette laughed at this and said “That’s quite all right, Your Grace, Lord Nicholas only speaks the truth. I was rather a shy child, but I have since learned to come out of my shell.”

      

      “Mother tells me that you are a very accomplished piano player, Lady Annette,” Nicholas said, desperate to change the subject.

      

      “Her Grace is too kind. I do enjoy playing the piano, but I do not believe that you would find me to be especially talented.”

      

      “Perhaps you would consent to play for us?” The Duchess asked

      

      Lady Annette consented to play for them. Nicholas and the Duchess joined her at the piano on the opposite side of the room. As it turned out, she was quite a talented pianist and had simply been modest earlier.

      

      After several songs, the Duchess complimented Lady Annette on her musical talents. “Did you know that Nicholas is something of a music lover as well?” she asked.

      

      “I did not know that! What type of music do you enjoy most, My Lord?” Lady Annette seemed genuinely interested to know his musical tastes.

      

      “I would not call myself a lover of music, in truth. I enjoy a variety of musical styles, but know very little about musical theory or composition. I simply like what I like.” Nicholas said, simply.

      

      “Well,” said the Duchess, “you have an intuitive understanding of music, if not any formal training, I should think that counts for something, Nicholas.”

      

      “I quite agree with Her Grace,” Lady Annette replied with a smile, “after all, music theory matters very little if the music itself is not pleasing to the ear.”

      

      “Well said, My Lady,” Nicholas replied.

      

      Lady Annette was far more interesting to talk to than Nicholas had anticipated. It was clear that she was passionate about music, but not to the point of judging others who were less knowledgeable than herself. He supposed that she was pretty, in a delicate sort of way. Had I been introduced to her a fortnight ago, I might have considered proposing, but that was before I met Miss Baxter. Lady Annette is pleasant, but she does not take my breath away as Miss Baxter does.

      

      “It is such a lovely day today, would Your Grace and My Lord care to take a walk in the grounds with me?” Lady Annette asked.

      

      “That would be lovely, thank you, My Lady,” the Duchess replied.

      

      Lady Annette rang the bell to call the butler who fetched their coats and hats, which they all put on before venturing out into the brisk autumn afternoon.

      

      As the group walked down the garden path, the Duchess slowed her step so that she fell a bit behind her younger companions. She remained as close as decorum demanded, but slowly distanced herself enough to allow Nicholas and Lady Annette to talk to one another without being overheard.

      

      “Your mother is attempting to play matchmaker, I think, My Lord,” Lady Annette said, with a slight laugh.

      

      “Yes, I suppose she is…” Nicholas replied, uncertain of what to say that might not offend Lady Annette, while still making it clear that Nicholas was not interested in the Duchess’ schemes.

      

      “I’m quite certain that my father would approve of her efforts.” Nicholas detected a slight edge in Lady Annette’s voice when she said this.

      

      “And you, Lady Annette?” he asked. “How do you feel about this attempt at matchmaking?”

      

      “Well, My Lord, I am flattered, to be sure.” she said, cautiously. “I do not doubt that you will make a good husband when you choose a bride, but in truth, I am not much inclined to take a husband.”

      

      “I see,” Nicholas replied, breathing a sigh of relief, “and what does your father say of your disinclination to marry?”

      

      Lady Annette laughed at this and continued walking, “I haven’t told him, but I doubt that it will matter much to him. He will want me to make an advantageous marriage, but I am hopeful that I can wait a few more years before my inevitable wedding.”

      

      They continued to walk in companionable silence for a moment before Lady Annette asked, “What about you, My Lord? Have I disappointed you terribly?” She laughed at this, and Nicholas knew that she would not be offended by his honest answer.

      

      “You have not, Lady Annette. I’m certain that you shall make your future husband very happy someday, but my heart has only recently been captured by another.”

      

      “How intriguing, My Lord,” she replied, “do tell me about this siren who has caught hold of you! When will the wedding be?”

      

      “We’ve only just met, and I assure you the Duchess would not approve of my choice,” He told her, in a quiet voice to ensure that his mother would not overhear. “I shall have to be careful about how I approach the situation.”

      

      “Well, this is quite a mystery, My Lord. Pray tell, why would the Duchess disapprove?”

      

      “The Duchess expects that I will marry a member of the ton, and Miss Baxter is the daughter of a carpenter,” he explained to a shocked-looking Lady Annette. “In fact, she is a carpenter herself, taught the trade by her father from childhood.”

      

      “Oh my!” said Lady Annette, looking shocked, but perhaps also a bit admiring, “The Marquess of Clive marrying a carpenter’s daughter would certainly create a good deal of gossip.”

      

      “Thankfully, I am quite impervious to gossip,” Nicholas replied, “but I do have to live with my mother, and she is much more concerned with such matters. She will continue to introduce me to every eligible young lady she can think of.”

      

      “Hmmm…” Lady Annette said, “I imagine you are right about that. And I’m sure that my father will continue to present me to every eligible bachelor within a hundred miles.”

      

      A thought was occurring to Nicholas as their conversation progressed. “Perhaps we could help each other in this regard,” he said.

      

      “And how would we do that, My Lord?” Lady Annette asked. She sounded intrigued at the thought.

      

      Nicholas glanced over his shoulder. The Duchess was still following several yards behind them. He remained certain that while his mother could see what he and Lady Annette were doing, she could not overhear their conversation. In an abundance of caution, he lowered his voice and increased his pace slightly.

      

      “Perhaps, we could allow our parents to believe that we have grown fond of one another. I could call on you again in a few days,” he suggested.

      

      “Yes, I see what you mean,” Lady Annette replied in a murmur. “If you were to call on me when my father is at home, he might think that he need not introduce me to anyone else for some time.”

      

      “Yes, My Lady, that is exactly my goal,” Nicholas said with a wide smile, “and my mother would know that I was calling on you, and perhaps she would also feel less inclined to continue her matchmaking attempts.”

      

      Nicholas knew that this plan would not be easy, they would need to show enough affection for one another to make their parents believe there was a possibility of marriage, without creating a scandal that would require them to marry. Still, I think we can manage it and buy ourselves some time.

      

      An hour later, Nicholas and the Duchess were once again in their carriage, on their way back to the family’s estate.

      

      “Lady Annette seemed to enjoy your company today, Nicholas,” the Duchess said.

      

      “I rather enjoyed hers as well,” he replied, smiling at his mother in the seat across from him, “perhaps I shall call on her again soon.”

      

      “I’m sure that Lady Annette would appreciate that,” The Duchess said with a smile, “and the Earl of Leicester would be pleased as well, I expect.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      Cecilia continued to work on the wardrobe after the Duchess of Huxley and the Marquess of Clive had left the shop, with Archie working alongside her. They worked in silence for some time before Cecilia spoke.

      

      “I was quite surprised when the Duchess and the Marquess arrived today,” she said.

      

      “Yes, I could see that you were quite surprised, Cece. I think that your eyes doubled in size when you saw them!”

      

      They both laughed at this, and Cecilia thought that Archie was probably correct in his assessment of her appearance, though she had hoped that her shock had not been obvious at the time.

      

      “The Marquess of Clive seemed quite interested in speaking with you during their visit.” Archie observed. He glanced at Cecilia with a rather knowing look.

      

      “I suppose he did,” Cecilia said, sounding uncharacteristically shy.

      

      “You’re awfully shy all of a sudden,” Archie teased, “what were you and the Marquess talking about?”

      

      “I showed him the materials for the wardrobe and explained what we had been working on so far,” she told him, matter-of-factly.

      

      Cecilia paused and then continued to speak, “and we discussed the bookshelf problem.”

      

      “The bookshelf problem?” Archie asked in a tone of surprise.

      

      “The Marquess and I met in the library last week when I went to the estate with Papa to take measurements.”

      

      “And you discussed the bookshelf problem with him during that meeting?” Archie asked.

      

      “I did,” Cecilia replied. She was surprised to find that her cheeks were beginning to flush. Why should I be embarrassed that I spoke to him about a bookshelf? Why should I be embarrassed to tell Archie about anything?

      

      “He asked me about my work, and we discussed carpentry in general, my knowledge of geometry, and the problem of the proportions for the bookshelf,” she told him, managing to keep her voice steady. “He was asking me whether I had found a solution to the problem.”

      

      “I see,” said Archie, a note of skepticism in his voice.

      

      “I was quite surprised that he remembered our conversation at all, to be honest, it was quite brief. But he said that he had spent a great deal of time thinking about it, and even reading a geometry textbook to remind himself of what he learned at school.”

      

      “He sounds quite keen to continue his conversation with you in any way possible.” Archie observed.

      

      “I suppose so,” Cecilia said, blushing once again. “He did say that he wished I could teach him geometry, and that he suspected I would be a more effective teacher than his textbook. I suppose he might be right about that, too. Practical experience is superior to theoretical knowledge in my opinion.”

      

      “I quite agree with you about that,” said Archie, “but, Cece, you must realize that it would be entirely improper for you to act as his tutor.”

      

      “Of course, I realize that, Archie! In fact, I said as much to him today when we spoke.”

      

      Cecilia was becoming frustrated the longer they spoke. She appreciated that Archie wanted to protect her reputation; he had always acted as something of a big brother to her, but he could be overprotective at times.

      

      “All right, I’m sorry, Cece, of course, you told him that. I know that you know perfectly well how to behave. I just worry about whether the Marquess does.”

      

      “Why do you say that?” Cecilia asked.

      

      “Well, it seemed clear, from the way that he talked to you today that he finds you quite charming and attractive. That’s all well and good, although I pity his taste.”

      

      Cecilia yelled in mock anger at this, but Archie continued.

      

      “I just worry that he might pursue you,” he paused dramatically before continuing, “that he might have romantic intentions, but be unable to marry you.”

      

      Cecilia blushed in truth at these words. She felt the warmth spreading up her chest and across her face. She lowered her eyes, unable to meet Archie’s gaze as they continued their conversation.

      

      “Archie, you really mustn’t jump to such conclusions!” she said, with a note of shock in her voice, “who said anything about marriage?”

      

      “Well,” Archie said, in a kind voice, “no one said anything about marriage, and I don’t suppose that they will. That is the reason for my concern. The Marquess will be obliged to marry another member of the aristocracy, that is simply the way things are done.”

      

      Cecilia felt a tightening in her chest at these words. She knew that Archie only spoke the truth, but her heart was aching to hear it.

      

      “Of course, you are right, Archie, no doubt he will marry the daughter of another Duke or Earl,” she said, in what she hoped was a perfectly normal voice, “but I fail to see why the Marquess’ marriage prospects have anything to do with me.”

      

      Archie gave Cecilia a searching look for several seconds before speaking again. There was a note of sadness in his voice when he spoke to her.

      

      “I have heard stories,” he told her, “about members of the aristocracy who marry within their social class, but keep mistresses who are not of noble birth. It’s all well and good for the gentlemen, it’s expected of them really. But their mistresses are ruined.”

      

      “And you fear that the Marquess hopes to make me his mistress?” Cecilia asked, her voice beginning to rise in frustration. “Is that it?”

      

      “He might. I am simply saying that it is possible, and if it is true, I hope that you will have better sense than to agree to such an arrangement.”

      

      “Of course, I have better sense than that!” Cecilia scolded Archie. “I have no idea what plans the Marquess may or may not have planned with regards to me, but I very much doubt that he is the type of gentleman who seeks out a mistress. And even if he were that type of gentleman, Archie, you must know that I would never agree to such a proposal!”

      

      “No, of course, you wouldn’t.”

      

      “Honestly, Archie, I cannot believe you would even think such a thing of me.”

      

      Cecilia felt tears coming to her eyes and willed herself to hold them back. Archie is only trying to look out for me, I mustn’t be cross with him. Cecilia took two deep, calming breaths and steadied herself.

      

      “I’m sorry Cecilia,” Archie said, sounding quite genuine, “you are absolutely right. I know that you would never agree to such an arrangement, and it was foolish of me to worry about it. I only worried because we have no idea what sort of character the Marquess of Clive is. And although I’m sure we would both agree that it is unfair, it is possible for your reputation to be ruined simply by his asking, even if your answer is no.”

      

      Cecilia hated to admit it, but she knew that Archie was correct about this last point. She would need to be careful about her interactions with the Marquess in future.

      

      Cecilia felt relieved when her father returned to the shop a few minutes later with more steel nails. With all three of them hard at work in the shop, there was little possibility to continue the discussion about the Marquess and his intentions.

      

      Still, Cecilia struggled to focus on her work. Although they were no longer talking about her conversation with the Marquess, she could not stop her mind from wandering, trying to discern what his intentions toward her might be. Or honestly, whether he had intentions toward her at all.
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        * * *

      

      Upon returning to the family’s estate, Nicholas handed his hat and coat to the butler and then returned to the library. He had hoped to peek into the secret passageway again, but when he entered, he found his sister sitting in a chair by the fireplace. Isobel was reading a novel, but looked up and smiled at her brother when he entered the room.

      

      “How was your visit with Lady Annette?” she asked with a coy smile.

      

      “We had a lovely visit,” he told her. “Mother was telling the truth, Lady Annette is a talented piano player. She played us several songs, and then we took a lovely walk in the grounds before returning home.”

      

      “That sounds perfectly pleasant,” Isobel said, and then added in a teasing voice, “and perfectly dull.”

      

      “Lady Annette is quite lovely, actually. To call her dull would be to do her a great injustice! Still, I was more intrigued by my conversation with Miss Baxter, the carpenter’s daughter.”

      

      He felt quite confident that he could tell Isobel these things without fear of judgement, or that the information would find its way back to his mother.

      

      Isobel smirked at her brother. He was nearly twelve years her senior, but they had always been quite close, and they were able to tease each other without fear of hurt feelings.

      

      “Did Mother see you speaking to the carpenter’s daughter? I can’t imagine she would approve of such an infatuation.” Isobel said.

      

      “She did see, but I don’t think that she heard any of our conversation. She asked me about it afterwards, and seemed satisfied with my explanation when I told her I was only making polite conversation,” he assured his younger sister. “Besides, after our visit with Lady Annette, Mother seems quite happily convinced that I am growing fond of the Earl’s daughter.”

      

      “Well, I suppose that would make her quite happy,” Isobel replied, “but you must know that she will be expecting you to announce your engagement any day now, if the visit was so successful.”

      

      “I know,” Nicholas replied, feeling the smallest twinge of guilt as he said the words, “it may be difficult to strike the right balance.”

      

      “And what of Lady Annette? Will she be expecting a forthcoming proposal as well?” Isobel asked, sounding genuinely concerned for Lady Annette’s happiness.

      

      “That is the best part, Izzy!” Nicholas replied, suddenly feeling much better about his plan. “Lady Annette is not interested in marriage, though her father is, of course, seeking to make an advantageous match for her. So we can both benefit from the illusion of courtship.”

      

      “Well,” said Isobel, casting a rueful smile at her brother, “it seems that the two of you have this all worked out, and I suppose you need no help from me.”

      

      Nicholas smiled back at her, and they sat in silence for a few minutes. Then Isobel spoke again.

      

      “What about the carpenter’s daughter?” she asked.

      

      “What about her?” Nicholas asked, confused.

      

      “Well, is she as taken with you as you are with her? Will she be expecting a proposal of marriage soon?”

      

      In truth, Nicholas had no answers to these questions, and so he said nothing. He sat in his favorite chair by the window and allowed himself to get lost in thoughts of Miss Baxter.
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      Nicholas had lingered over supper with his family that evening, hoping they would all go to bed shortly thereafter. As it so happened, his father asked Nicholas to join him for a cigar in the drawing room after the meal was finished. Nicholas could hardly refuse this request. I suppose Mother and Izzy are likely to be abed by the time we finish our meeting.

      

      So, the two men stood up from the dinner table, bid the ladies goodnight, and walked together into the elegant drawing room.

      

      Nicholas had been told that he looked much as his father had at his age. He heard this from so many people, and for so long, that he supposed it must be true, although he knew that they looked quite different now. Both were tall, but as he approached the age of sixty, the Duke now had a pronounced stoop when he walked. His hair had been gray for as long as Nicholas could remember, but in the past year it had turned to white.

      

      Nicholas loved and respected his father, as all sons ought to do, but they had never been particularly close. The Duke had made sure to instill certain lessons in his son, who would, after all, be the next Duke of Huxley, but these had always had the feeling of formal lessons rather than affectionate interactions. Because of their history, Nicholas could not help but wonder why the Duke was asking him to have this after-dinner chat.

      

      As though he had read his son’s mind, the Duke said, “I suppose you’re wondering why I asked you to join me?”

      

      “Yes, Father,” Nicholas replied, “I did wonder about that. Shall we have our cigars, and you can enlighten me?”

      

      The Duke walked across the room to a handsome humidor, and opened it to reveal an impressive collection of expensive cigars. He removed two and held one to his nose, smelling deeply, and sighing with approval. He cut the ends, handed one to Nicholas and struck a match to light both.

      

      Before beginning their conversation, the Duke rang for the butler and requested brandy for himself and his son. He waited for the butler to return with their drinks and leave again before finally telling Nicholas why he had requested this meeting.

      

      “Your mother has told me that you visited the Lady Annette today,” he began.

      

      Nicholas confirmed this with a nod of the head while taking a deep pull on his cigar, and his father continued. “The Earl of Leicester is a colleague of mine in the Lords, a good man, with a good family. I’m told that his daughter is quite pretty.”

      

      “Yes,” said Nicholas, forcing himself to sound quite casual, “I suppose she is. We had a perfectly pleasant visit today.”

      

      “Your mother led me to believe that it was more than just ‘pleasant’, my son! She tells me that Lady Annette played the piano quite prettily.”

      

      “It is true,” Nicholas replied, “she is quite talented.”

      

      “Very good, very good!” the Duke said, seeming genuinely pleased. “And your mother tells me that you took a long walk in the grounds, and that you seemed quite engaged in your conversation with Lady Annette.”

      

      “We did, Father,” Nicholas paused here, unsure of how enthusiastic he should sound. “The estate has quite lovely gardens.”

      

      “Gardens?” said the Duke, sounding bemused.

      

      Nicholas realized he would need to be a bit more enthusiastic than that in order to make his plan work.

      

      “We walked in the gardens, which were quite lovely,” he told his father, “though not nearly so lovely as the young lady with whom I was walking.”

      

      This clearly pleased the Duke, who gave his son a roguish smile. “Nothing like a stroll through a pretty place, with a pretty lady, eh?” He winked at his son, conspiratorially.

      

      Nicholas could not help imagining himself strolling through the same lovely garden, arm in arm with Miss Baxter, and his lips turned up in a smile as he answered his father’s question. “No, I don’t suppose there is anything like it.”

      

      The Duke continued to smile, but Nicholas thought that he saw a hint of sadness in his eyes.

      

      “Son,” said the Duke, sounding more serious now, “I must admit that I am relieved to hear of your favorable impression of Lady Annette. I’m sure that you know your mother has been concerned about your marriage prospects for some time. If truth be told, I thought she was being a bit more anxious than the situation warranted, but now…” he paused here, as if unsure how to continue.

      

      After a moment, Nicholas finally asked “Father? Has something changed?”

      

      “Well, I’m…” he paused again, but only briefly, “I’m just not as young as I once was, as you can see!” And here he laughed and pointed to his thinning, white hair.

      

      “Oh, of course,” Nicholas said. He was trying to sound as though this made perfect sense to him. I suppose it does make sense after all, but it’s not as though he’s THAT old.

      

      “You shall be the next Duke of Huxley, of course.” his father continued. “So you must have an heir, as you know. I would feel better about the future, if I knew that you were married, that’s all.”

      

      “Certainly, Father, that makes sense,” Nicholas said, warily, “but surely there is still plenty of time for that!”

      

      “Perhaps,” his father said, sounding quite uncertain, “but perhaps not…”

      

      “Father, is there something that you want to tell me?” Nicholas asked, feeling concerned now.

      

      “Ah,” said the Duke, pausing for several seconds as he puffed on his cigar, and then took a long sip of his brandy.

      

      “Father?” Nicholas said again, after several seconds.

      

      “Well, I suppose you may have noticed that I have not quite been myself of late?” the Duke asked.

      

      Nicholas could not honestly say that he had noticed anything of the sort. “I’m sorry, Father, I had not noticed that. Is there something the matter?”

      

      “Nothing you will not be able to handle, my boy, nothing to worry about really. I’ve been feeling a bit unwell is all.”

      

      “Unwell?” said Nicholas, “In what way?”

      

      “Oh, I suppose it’s nothing, I have been feeling tired, having headaches, that sort of thing.” The Duke was trying to sound nonchalant, but Nicholas thought that he was more concerned than he was letting on.

      

      “Have you seen a physician?” Nicholas asked.

      

      “I have.” The Duke said, quietly. Nicholas looked at him expectantly, but the Duke did not offer anything further.

      

      Perhaps I should not ask more, if he is disinclined to talk about it, but then why did he request that I join him here? I must find out what he knows.

      

      “And, what did the physician say when you spoke with him?” Nicholas asked, looking his father squarely in the eye.

      

      “Oh, you know how these doctors are,” the Duke said, with an unconvincing laugh. “Nothing useful to say, really. He has no idea why I haven’t been feeling well, in truth. But he did suggest that I should make sure that all of my affairs are in order, which is why I want to know that you are prepared to fulfill your obligations as the next Duke of Huxley.”

      

      “Make sure that all of your affairs are in order?” Nicholas asked, nonplussed. “But that makes it sound as though…”

      

      “Oh no, no, no!” the Duke interjected, in a falsely-jovial voice. “It’s not clear that anything is wrong with me, but I am getting older every day. The physician was merely offering me some practical advice.”

      

      “I see.” Nicholas said. He was unsure whether to take the Duke at his word. Did the physician say more that Father is keeping from me now? But if so, why tell me anything at all? “Well, let us hope that there will be plenty of time before that becomes necessary.”

      

      “Yes, of course.” The Duke replied, and then added, “And Nicholas, please don’t tell your mother about this. She has more than enough to worry about with Isobel’s debut fast approaching, I do not wish to concern her with this, especially since it is most likely nothing.”

      

      “Of course, Father,” Nicholas replied. “I won’t mention a word of it to Mother.”

      

      In truth, Nicholas agreed that it would benefit no one to tell the Duchess that her husband had been unwell, but he wondered whether it was true that there was no cause for concern. I suppose that if there truly were reason to be concerned, it would be more obvious. It is true that Father has seemed more tired recently, but surely that is normal for a man of his age?
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        * * *

      

      The following day, the Duke of Huxley did not come down to breakfast with his family. His valet reported that the Duke had a headache and would take his morning meal in bed, but that he was adamant that his family need not worry about his condition.

      

      Nicholas looked around the table to his mother and sister. The Duchess showed no sign of concern at this announcement, and merely said, “Thank you, Evans, that will be all.”

      

      The Duke’s valet recognized the dismissal and left the dining room. Nicholas’ sister, Isobel looked somewhat more concerned than their mother. She said nothing, but caught Nicholas’ eye for the briefest moment. Has father talked to Izzy about his health as well?

      

      Nicholas allowed his mind to wander throughout the meal. The Duchess spoke enthusiastically about the preparations for Isobel’s debut. Isobel responded to her mother, somewhat less enthusiastically, but she was able to maintain the conversation, allowing Nicholas to disengage.

      

      Nicholas read the newspaper, flipping idly through the pages, taking nothing in. He thought mostly of his father’s health, wondering what his headache this morning might mean. Perhaps it means nothing. More than likely it is nothing more than an ordinary headache.

      

      As they always did on such occasions, his thoughts eventually turned to Miss Baxter. The Duke had been concerned about Nicholas making a good marriage, but he had never been as stern as the Duchess about social graces. Would he approve of a match with a carpenter’s daughter?
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        * * *

      

      Later that day, Nicholas and Isobel were both in the library, while the Duchess met in her study with the housekeeper, and the Duke remained in his bedchamber.

      

      “Mother is planning to have a new bookcase made that will block the passageway entrance.” Isobel said, in a perfectly matter-of-fact tone.

      

      “How do you know about that?” Nicholas asked, nonplussed.

      

      “The bookcase?” Isobel asked, “You know Mother talks of nothing but the preparations for my debut these days. That includes all of the new furniture she has commissioned.”

      

      Nicholas continued to look at his sister, stunned. After a moment he spoke again. “Not the bookcase, Izzy. How do you know about the passageway?”

      

      “Oh, I found it ages ago!” she replied, “I believe I was nine years old at the time? You must recall that I was a most incorrigible child, and my governess despaired of me. When she stepped out of the library in exasperation one day, I decided I would prefer to be absent when she returned, so I set out to find a passageway entrance.”

      

      “But…” Nicholas stammered, “But how did you even know to look for a passageway?”

      

      “Well, from the servants, of course!” she said, looking at her brother as though he were an utter fool. “They use them all the time to go about their business without getting in our way.”

      

      “The servants told you about these passages?” Nicholas asked.

      

      “Of course not, Nick. But they’re hardly a secret. They talk of them to one another all the time, and I pay attention.” She smiled, and looking pleased with herself, added, “that’s how I always know everything that happens here. My maid tells me a few things that mean very little on their own, and then I overhear other things, and by piecing them together, I’m able to learn all kinds of things!”

      

      “What kinds of things?” Nicholas demanded. I shall be the Duke of Huxley someday, the master of this estate, what sorts of things happen here that are unknown to me?

      

      “Well, for example, I know that Father has been suffering from headaches for several months now, not just today.” Isobel replied.

      

      “Did Father tell you about that?” Nicholas asked, though he was sure he had not.

      

      “Of course not, Nick.” Isobel sounded both exasperated and amused. “Thompson mentioned to me once that she hoped the Duke would be feeling well soon, and when I questioned her about it, she insisted that she meant nothing by it, only that he had seemed tired.”

      

      “And from that you surmised that he has been suffering from headaches for months?” Nicholas was skeptical of this. Thompson was Isobel’s lady’s maid. How could one comment, made in between tending to Isobel’s gowns and dressing her hair, have been so informative?

      

      “No, Nick, you are failing to understand my point.” Isobel said, with the air of an adult explaining something elementary to a very young child.

      

      “Thompson made a simple comment that told me almost nothing. Her reluctance to elaborate on that comment told me much more.” She explained. “After that I paid close attention to Father’s behavior, and I noticed that he did seem to be quite tired, although he never mentioned it. A few weeks later, I overheard his valet telling a scullery maid he fancies that the Duke had ‘yet another headache’, thus suggesting that there was a pattern.”

      

      Nicholas marveled at his sister’s powers of observation. “Well, Izzy,” he said, “I’m quite impressed! I don’t suppose you’ve overheard anything that would help to treat these headaches?”

      

      “Ah, now I’m glad you asked!” she said with a smile, “because it just so happens that I have. And that is why I asked you about the bookcase.”

      

      “Izzy, you are clearly a master of making connections” Nicholas said, “but I’m afraid I’m not as clever as you are. I fail to see how these things are related in any way.”

      

      “Well, dear brother, that is because I have yet to tell you a critical piece of information,” Isobel said with a chuckle. “This is why it takes time for me to piece this type of information together. If the issue were not time sensitive, perhaps I would let you try to figure it out on your own.”

      

      “Izzy,” said Nicholas, getting frustrated now, “I have no patience for this sort of thing. Please tell me what it is you have yet to disclose.”

      

      “All right, Nick. I shall not tease you any longer.” Isobel replied, in a kinder tone, “Father likely fears that his headaches are a symptom of some greater illness, but it is far more likely that his eyesight is deteriorating with age, causing him to squint, which in turn causes his head to ache.”

      

      “And how do you know this?” Nicholas interrupted.

      

      “The same thing happened to the butler a few years ago.”

      

      “All right, then. This is excellent news!” Nicholas replied, “I still fail to see how it relates to a passageway hidden by a bookcase.”

      

      “In addition to doing less reading, and getting spectacles, Campbell was able to treat his headaches with herbal remedies provided to him by the midwife in town. Father would never seek help from such a person, but she is the wife of an apothecary, and knows what she is about.”

      

      “So, you’d like to meet with her to discuss Father’s case?” Nicholas asked, finally beginning to understand what his sister was proposing.

      

      “Yes.” she replied simply.

      

      “And you shall have to do so in secret, as Mother and Father would not approve.”

      

      “Exactly.”

      

      “But Izzy, sneaking out of the house through a hidden passageway is a huge risk to take!” Nicholas said.

      

      “Well, let us hope that I won’t need to do that. You and I could always go out riding and visit her on our way. But I should still like to have an option, just in case.” She paused for a moment and then continued, “It would also allow for the possibility of sneaking the midwife in to administer treatment if necessary.”

      

      “And you believe that you could convince Father to submit to such treatments?” Nicholas was once again skeptical.

      

      “Oh, I expect that I can convince Father of almost anything!” Isobel said with an impish grin. “You just leave father to me. And perhaps you could speak to your friend, the charming Miss Baxter, about building the bookcase in such a way that it continues to allow entry to the passageway.”

      

      With that, Isobel stood up and bid her brother goodbye. Nicholas remained in the library. He soon became lost in thoughts of all that happened within his household but outside of his view, admiration for his sister’s powers of observation, and fantasies of how he might approach Miss Baxter for her help on this problem.
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      Cecilia saddled her family’s old chestnut mare and adjusted the straps to ensure that both horse and rider would be comfortable for the forthcoming journey. In her saddle bag, she placed a stone bottle filled with fresh water, a small leather purse, and two apples—one for her horse, and one for herself.

      

      She stepped up on the stirrup and swung her leg over her mount, settling herself comfortably into the saddle.

      

      “Papa!” she called, and he walked out of the house and into the yard. “I’m off to town, now. I shall be back before supper with the supplies.”

      

      “I’m sorry that I’m not able to go with you, there is simply too much work to be done here!” her father said, approaching her and kissing her on the cheek before she set off down the dirt lane toward town.

      

      Cecilia had a few shillings in her purse, enough to pay the blacksmith for the nails and iron braces they would need to complete the next week’s worth of work. Still, she continued to worry about her family’s financial situation. Father says that we will manage, and I suppose I have no choice but to trust him. Still, I do wish that the forester had been willing to negotiate on the price of lumber.

      

      Cecilia considered this as she trotted down the lane into town. She breathed in deeply, enjoying the scent of the crisp autumn air. Ordinarily her father or Archie would have travelled with her, but it was simply not possible with the amount of work that needed to be done. Mrs. Williams might have gone with her in the past, but she was no longer able to make the journey on foot, and the family had only one horse.

      

      Cecilia had never made this journey on her own, and likely never would again. She found that she enjoyed the solitude. Unbidden, an image came to her mind of riding along this path with the Marquess of Clive by her side, and she passed a very pleasant quarter of an hour imagining what they might talk about in such a situation.

      

      Of course, gentlemen who stand to inherit dukedoms don’t go riding with carpenter’s daughters. And besides, I have no time for leisurely rides with handsome lords.
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        * * *

      

      As Cecilia entered the main street she saw a tall, well-dressed gentleman exiting the bookshop. The sun was shining on his auburn hair, and Cecilia’s breath caught in her chest momentarily. Surely it isn’t him. My mind is playing tricks on me—this is some other gentleman with auburn hair, and I only want it to be the Marquess of Clive.

      

      When the man turned in her direction, and she saw that it was indeed the Marquess of Clive, Cecilia felt a flush rising in her cheeks. Just as she was wondering whether she ought to approach him and say hello, her horse stumbled. Cecilia only just managed to keep her balance.

      

      She walked her mare to the side of the lane and dismounted gracefully.

      

      “Hush now, Poppy,” Cecilia said to her mount. She walked around, checking her saddle and bridle, as well as each of the horse’s legs and hooves. After a moment she discovered that Poppy had thrown a shoe. It hung, loose, from her left front hoof, one nail barely holding it in place.

      

      “Oh, Poppy!” Cecilia said in an exasperated voice. “This is the last thing that we need today.”

      

      Poppy neighed softly and shifted on her feet, clearly uncomfortable.

      

      “It’s all right, girl. I’m sorry, I know this is not your fault. We shall get you fixed up in no time.”

      

      Cecilia was reaching into her saddle bag, looking for a small hammer, when she heard a friendly voice behind her.

      

      “Miss Baxter?”

      

      Cecilia spun around and saw The Marquess of Clive, on the back of a handsome chestnut stallion. He dismounted and led his horse to the side of the rode, beside Poppy.

      

      “Are you all right, Miss Baxter?” he asked, sounding genuinely concerned. “Are you in need of assistance?”

      

      “That is very kind, My Lord,” she replied, curtseying as she spoke. “My horse has thrown a shoe, but it is not badly damaged. I shall just need to tighten it before I can continue on my way.”

      

      “Shall I escort you to blacksmith’s shop? I’m quite sure he will be able to help you with your horse’s shoe.”

      

      Cecilia was unable to suppress a small, nervous laugh. Purely by chance, she found herself unchaperoned with the Marquess of Clive. This was a circumstance about which she might have fantasized, but in reality it could damage her reputation beyond repair.

      

      “Thank you, My Lord, that is most kind, but I can repair my horse’s shoe here before continuing on. As it happens, I am on my way to the blacksmith’s shop but not for horseshoes.”

      

      “Ah, of course,” he said, with an air of being quite impressed. “I should have known that you would be able to shoe your own horse, Miss Baxter.”

      

      “I have been riding since I was a very young girl, My Lord, it would be quite an oversight if I had never learned to fix a thrown shoe. It is quite a simple operation when the shoe is still intact, as I’m sure you know.”

      

      “A simple operation,” Lord Clive said, bemused, “of course, it is. For someone such as yourself, I suppose it is no challenge at all.”

      

      “Someone such as myself?” Cecilia responded, unsure whether to be flattered or insulted. In a fit of boldness, she looked the Marquess directly in the eye as she asked this, and was relieved to see that the smile on his lips extended to his eyes as well.

      

      “My apologies, Miss Baxter,” he said, kindly. “I meant no insult. I merely meant that you strike me as a competent and self-sufficient sort of person.”

      

      Cecilia smiled at this. I should like to think of myself in the same way, although Mrs. Williams would certainly object to any description of me as ‘self-sufficient’ in the realm of housekeeping.

      

      “Thank you, My Lord. For someone such as myself,” she paused for the slightest moment here, emphasizing the last four words with a coy smile, “that is a wonderful compliment.”

      

      “Ah,” he said, sounding quite relieved. “I am very glad that you have received my words in the spirit in which they were intended, Miss Baxter. Now, I know that you are quite capable of re-shoeing your horse yourself, but as I am here, might I be of help?”

      

      Cecilia doubted that a Marquess could be of much help in shoeing a horse, but I suppose it would be rather rude to say so.

      

      “Thank you, My Lord,” she said, “perhaps you could hold Poppy’s reins to keep her steady while I examine her hoof more closely?”

      

      As it happened, Poppy seemed to like the Marquess of Clive quite as much as Cecilia did. He held the reins firmly, but without aggression, and kept Poppy calm with his soothing voice while Cecilia worked.

      

      After several minutes, Poppy’s shoe was back in place, and Cecilia was ready to continue on her way. She found that she was reluctant to part ways with the Marquess, but could think of no way to prolong their meeting without being too forward.

      

      She was therefore pleased when the Marquess asked, “Is it only a trip to the blacksmith’s shop that brings you to town, Miss Baxter? Or do you have other business here as well?”

      

      “Only the blacksmith, My Lord. I need to purchase some supplies for our work on your family’s current order,” she told him, and then feeling a bit reckless, she continued, “I am hoping to negotiate a reduced price for the materials, since we will be placing such a large, and therefore quite expensive, order.”

      

      The Marquess looked confused at these words. “Surely the price we pay for the pieces will cover the cost of the supplies to build them and then some? If not, you really must adjust your pricing, Miss Baxter! I admit that I know very little of your industry, but I would have thought that was obvious!”

      

      He was laughing at what he thought was a clever remark, and Cecilia could not help but feel a surge of frustration at this. Does he not understand how carefully we must manage our budget? No. Of course, he doesn’t. He has never had to worry about finances for a moment in his life.

      

      “Oh, how clever! I shall have to tell Father right away about your ingenious business strategy!” She snapped at the Marquess. “Why have we never thought to charge prices for our work that would recover the cost of our materials!”

      

      The Marquess of Clive looked taken aback by this sudden change in the tone of their conversation. “I…” he stammered, “my apologies, Miss Baxter. I was merely jesting.”

      

      Cecilia wiped a hand across her brow and tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear. She sighed, and in a calmer voice, said, “I’m sorry, My Lord. I know you were only jesting. I should not have snapped at you. Please forgive me for losing my temper.”

      

      “There is nothing to forgive, Miss Baxter,” the Marquess said, kindly, “in fact, it is quite the opposite. I hope that you will forgive me for jesting about something that is obviously quite serious.”

      

      “Of course, My Lord.” She replied with a smile.

      

      “Miss Baxter,” The Marquess continued, “I am so glad to have run into you today. There is something that I was hoping to discuss with you. Might I walk with you to the blacksmith’s shop?”

      

      “Oh!” Cecilia replied, feeling quite surprised. What on earth could he want to discuss with me? Could Archie possibly be right that he has improper intentions? “My Lord, I am afraid that it would not be proper for us to walk together without a chaperone.”

      

      “Of course,” said the Marquess, “I quite understand, Miss Baxter, but I do wish to speak with you, if I may.”

      

      “What did you want to speak to me about, My Lord?”

      

      “Ah, yes, well it might be easiest to explain if you could come to Huxley Manor in the next few days.”

      

      “My Lord?” Cecilia said, wondering if she might have misunderstood him. “Do you mean that you would like my father to come to your home to discuss the ongoing work?”

      

      “No, Miss Baxter,” he replied, “it would be best if you were to come on your own.”

      

      Surely he could not be suggesting that an unmarried young lady come to his home by herself?

      

      “My Lord,” she said, feeling scandalized, but intrigued, “that would be…quite improper, don’t you think?”

      

      The Marquess turned his head to look directly at her as they rode on. His expression was inscrutable, and he was silent for several seconds before responding to her.

      

      “I am quite sorry, Miss Baxter. It was never my intention to suggest anything untoward. I give you my word, as a gentleman, that my intentions for this meeting are entirely proper. In fact, my sister Isobel will be present at the meeting.” He smiled kindly as he said this. “I will send my father’s carriage to bring you to the manor and ensure that you are chaperoned at all times.

      

      “I see,” Cecilia said, knowing that she ought to feel relieved, but also feeling a slight pang of disappointment. “And what are these entirely proper intentions?”

      

      “Have you solved the problem of the bookcase proportions yet?” he asked.

      

      “I have come up with a design that I expect will work, but have yet to begin construction,” she said, “just as we discussed at the workshop the other day.”

      

      “Good.” Nicholas said.

      

      “So this meeting will be to discuss the bookcase?” she asked, feeling very curious.

      

      “Yes,” The Marquess responded, “or rather, the wall behind the bookcase.”

      

      “The wall behind the bookcase, My Lord?” Cecilia asked, sounding confused.

      

      “It really will be easier if I show you,” he replied. “Now, I must leave you here, but will you consent to come to Huxley Manor tomorrow at noon?”

      

      “Yes, My Lord, as you wish.”

      

      “Then I bid you good day, Miss Baxter.” And with this, the Marquess of Clive rode off, leaving a very confused Cecilia behind.
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      Cecilia sat down to dinner with her father and Archie later that evening. She told them about her trip to the blacksmith’s shop over pot roast, explaining that she had been able to negotiate a small discount on the large order of supplies she had placed.

      

      “Well done, Cece!” her father said, smiling at her with pride.

      

      “Yes, well done,” Archie agreed. “We shall be able to continue our work thanks to your perseverance.”

      

      “Thank you, Papa, thank you, Archie. You flatter me.” She felt uncertain of how best to broach the next subject she must bring up; I suppose there is nothing for it but to tell them.

      

      “I ran into the Marquess of Clive in town today,” she said, making sure to keep her voice casual.

      

      “Oh?” said her father, clearly wondering where this line of discussion would bring them.

      

      “He requested that I meet him at Huxley Manor tomorrow at noon.”

      

      “Did he say why he wanted to meet with you?” Archie asked.

      

      “He actually said that his sister wanted to meet with me regarding the bookcase in the library.” This was stretching the truth a bit, but the Marquess had said that his intentions were entirely proper and that his sister would be present for the meeting.

      

      Both her father and Archie seemed to relax slightly at the announcement that the meeting would be with Lady Isobel rather than Lord Clive.

      

      “Perhaps I should go to the meeting instead?” her father said.

      

      “I think that Lord Clive felt it would be more proper for Lady Isobel to meet with me, as she is an unmarried lady.” Cecilia said quickly, not wanting to risk being told to stay home.

      

      “If there is need of an assistant,” Archie said to Cecilia, and then turning to her father, “or a chaperone, I could go along as well.”

      

      Cecilia knew that Archie meant well, and it would be better for him to be present for the meeting than her father, but she could not help feeling frustrated by his interference. Why should I need a chaperone when Lady Isobel will be present, as well?

      

      “Hmmm…” said her father, thinking about this proposal. “Perhaps. Although we do have quite a bit of work to do. It would be difficult to spare both of you for half the day.”

      

      “As I said, Lady Isobel will be present for the meeting,” Cecilia said, “and the Marquess of Clive has ensured me that we will be appropriately chaperoned at all times.”

      

      “Excellent!” said Archie, who did not seem to mind in the least that his proposal had been rejected. “I shall have plenty of work to do here.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening, Cecilia paced in her bedchamber. She was once again unsure of what to wear the following day. In her role as carpenter, she would be meeting with the Marquess of Clive and his sister, so she supposed that she need not wear anything fancy. However, she was going to the home of a duke and she might encounter the Duchess. It would not do for her to wear shabby work clothes.

      

      Try though she might to keep her thoughts proper, she could not help but consider how she might look to the Marquess. He had seen her in work clothes earlier today and a few days ago when he had visited the shop. On neither occasion had he seemed bothered by her attire. Still, no doubt he would find her more attractive in a beautiful gown.

      

      I must stop thinking this way. The Marquess of Clive is not attracted to me, no matter what I wear. And even if he were, it would make no matter.  I am not a suitable wife for a lord who will one day be a duke, and I will not be an aristocrat’s mistress.

      

      In the end, Cecilia chose a simple gown of blue cotton. It bore no embroidery or lace, and she would wear no ornaments with it. The gown was of a flattering cut, and she knew that the color of the fabric complimented her eyes. But there could be no doubt that the gown was meant to be functional, rather than beautiful.

      

      Cecilia felt that this gown reflected her nature, and Lord Clive might appreciate that or not, as he preferred. It is of no importance to me what he thinks about my gown.
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        * * *

      

      Nicholas woke early the next morning. He would have to wait several hours for Miss Baxter to arrive, and he spent some time pacing in his bedchamber before joining the rest of his family downstairs. He had spoken to Isobel last night to ensure that she would remain at home for Miss Baxter’s visit.

      

      Of course, he would have liked to meet with Miss Baxter without a chaperone, but she had made it quite clear that she would not be open to the possibility. And of course, she was correct that such a meeting would be entirely improper. Still, proper or not, Nicholas was determined to ask for Miss Baxter’s hand in marriage at some point in the future.

      

      Nicholas had given the matter a good deal of thought. His mother would not approve of his choice, but he suspected that his father could be convinced to accept a carpenter’s daughter as a daughter-in-law. It would not be easy to convince the Duke, but in the end, Nicholas felt sure that his father would prefer that Nicholas marry a carpenter’s daughter than no one at all.

      

      Once the Duke was convinced, Nicholas was confident that the Duchess would agree with her husband. She might never approve in her own mind, but she would not publicly contradict her husband.

      

      For the sake of family harmony, Nicholas had decided that he would wait to make any announcement of his intentions until after Isobel’s debut. He hoped that his father’s health would also improve in the intervening weeks. Perhaps if the Duke felt less physically unwell, he would be more likely to agree to his son’s proposal of throwing away the family’s reputation.

      

      Nicholas grimaced at himself in the looking glass as the thought of his family’s reputation. Isobel will make a fine, respectable marriage. And I will be a competent duke and a productive member of the peerage when the time comes, no matter who my wife is.

      

      After some time, Nicholas had convinced himself that his marriage would have no bearing on his family’s future prospects. Feeling relieved at this thought, he called for his valet to help him dress, and then went downstairs to breakfast.

      

      The Duke of Huxley was present at breakfast this morning, but Nicholas felt that he looked pale and more tired than usual. The Duchess showed no sign that she noticed this and announced that she would be calling upon various acquaintances that afternoon. Both Nicholas and Isobel declined to accompany her on these visits.

      

      “I think I shall remain at home and work on my sketches today, Mother,” Isobel said casually. She understood instinctively, without Nicholas telling her, that she ought not to mention their meeting with Miss Baxter.
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        * * *

      

      After breakfast, the Duke retired to his study, where Nicholas expected that he would stay for the remainder of the day. The Duchess summoned her carriage and set out to call upon her various acquaintances about town, and Nicholas and Isobel retired to the library.

      

      Isobel pulled a small book from her pocket and sat down to read, while Nicholas paced about the room. He took books from the shelves at random, scanning a few pages before returning them. Twice he went so far as to sit in his favorite chair with one of the volumes for a few minutes before standing up and pacing again.

      

      “Really, Nick,” Isobel said, in a tone of complete exasperation, “must you pace about like that? I’m exhausted just watching you!”

      

      “My apologies, Izzy,” he said, with a slight bite in his voice. “I’m merely eager for our meeting with Miss Baxter.”

      

      “Yes, Nick, I can see that you are!”

      

      Isobel began to laugh at this, and Nicholas could not help laughing along with her, even as he felt annoyed by her tone. He could never stay angry with Isobel. She knew him better than anyone else, and in spite of the being nearly a decade younger, she was as protective of her brother as he was of her.

      

      “You really do fancy her, don’t you?” Isobel said, in a kinder voice.

      

      “I’ve told you that I find her charming,” Nicholas attempted to sound as casual as possible.

      

      “Yes, I’m sure that she is, Nick,”  her arms crossed over her chest, “but I think that you find her more than just charming. Am I mistaken?”

      

      Nicholas paused for a moment to consider this. Of course, he found Miss Baxter to be more than just charming. She was beautiful and charming, as well. He felt certain that he could talk to her for hours about almost any subject without growing bored. Not to mention the way my heart beats faster at the mere thought of her.

      

      Seeing no reason to hide the extent of his true feelings from Isobel, he answered honestly. “I believe that I am falling in love with her, Izzy!”

      

      Nicholas found that it was a relief to say this out loud, and he felt a broad smile spreading across his face.

      

      “Then I am very happy for you, Nick!” Isobel said, a sincere smile upon her face.

      

      A few moments later, the butler entered the library and announced, “Miss Cecilia Baxter to see Lord Clive and Lady Isobel.”

      

      “Thank you, Mr. Campbell,” Nicholas said, “you may show her in.”
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      Cecilia stood in the foyer while the butler announced her arrival. She took advantage of this moment of solitude to look around in earnest. The building was quite old but had obviously been built with the highest-quality materials available. The large windows allowed natural light to reflect off of the highly-polished surfaces.

      

      Cecilia found her mind wandering, and she tried to imagine herself living in a space such as this. She would certainly enjoy being surrounded by such beauty, but could she ever fit into this world? Stop it, Cecilia, you are never going to live in a space such as this! You are here to discuss a bookcase with the son and daughter of a Duke and Duchess.

      

      After a moment, the butler returned and bade Cecilia to follow him into the library. Taking a deep breath, Cecilia steadied herself and followed him.

      

      “Miss Cecilia Baxter,” the butler announced, as they entered the room.

      

      The Marquess of Clive stood up from his chair when she entered. “Miss Baxter, thank you for coming.”

      

      “It is my pleasure, My Lord,” she replied, with a slight curtsey. Cecilia focused on keeping her breath even and her hands steady. It would not do to appear nervous.

      

      Cecilia saw a pretty young lady standing opposite Lord Clive. Her face was framed with soft brown curls, and she was tall, though not nearly so tall as her brother.

      

      “May I introduce my sister, the Lady Isobel?” the Marquess said, gesturing toward the young lady.

      

      Cecilia curtsied once again, “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, My Lady.”

      

      “The pleasure is all mine, Miss Baxter,” Lady Isobel smiled reassuringly. “My brother tells me that you are a most fascinating person, and I am very eager to learn more about you.”

      

      Cecilia’s eyes widened at this, and she felt her breath catch for the slightest moment. She hoped it was not obvious to anyone but herself.

      

      “Is that so?” her brows lifted in surprise. “Well, I hope that I shall live up to your expectations, though I fear that your brother has rather too high an opinion of me, My Lady.”

      

      “Come now, I’m sure that you shall be every bit as interesting and charming as he has led me to believe,” Lady Isobel’s smile was warm and appeared to be genuine, and it put Cecilia somewhat at her ease.

      

      “Well, I shall certainly try, My Lady,” she replied, now smiling warmly herself. “Lord Clive tells me that there is something we must discuss with regards to the bookcase that my father and I will be building, but he was most reluctant to explain further. Can you enlighten me, My Lady?”

      

      “Yes, Miss Baxter, I can,” Lady Isobel said with a slight chuckle, “in fact, it was I who requested that he discuss the issue with you. If you would please follow me over here, I shall show you.”

      

      Intrigued, Cecilia followed Lady Isobel to the blank stretch of wall that would be home to the bookcase in question. As she approached it, she saw that Lady Isobel was pressing on the wall at what appeared to be the edge between two panels of the fabric wall covering. As she did so, the panel shifted back, revealing a narrow opening.

      

      Cecilia stepped closer to look at this remarkable discovery. Behind the dark-red panel was narrow stone passageway. It was dark at the moment, but brackets on the walls held torches that Cecilia suspected would cast ample light when ablaze.

      

      As though she had read Cecilia’s mind, Isobel said “This passage leads to the garden at the side of the house. It is extremely convenient for coming and going unnoticed, as long as one is careful in their timing.”

      

      “Remarkable!” said Cecilia, who was truly amazed to see such a thing in person. She knew that large estates often had hidden passages that allowed the servants to move about the house without disturbing their masters, but had never really been able to imagine such a thing. Of course, she had lived her whole life in a house with two bedchambers and a large kitchen and living space and considered that luxurious.

      

      “Yes, it is most useful,” Lady Isobel continued, “primarily for myself, and I suppose for my brother, should he ever decide to sneak off and have a bit of fun. But also, for the servants. They use this passage less frequently than the others. I’m sure you can understand that there is little need for them to travel swiftly from the library to the garden, but still, I expect they would be disappointed to see it permanently blocked.”

      

      “I see,” Cecilia took a step back to look at the wall from top to bottom, her mind considering the lines and angles, “so you want to make sure that you will continue to have access to this passageway once the bookcase is in place.”

      

      “Yes, exactly!” Lady Isobel said, clapping her hands. “She is just as clever as you said!”

      

      Lord Clive was looking at his sister as she spoke, and then Cecilia felt his eyes turn to her. She looked down at the floor, but then forced herself to look up and meet his gaze. Heat was spreading from her belly up to her chest and into her cheeks, which she imagined must be reddening by the moment.

      

      “Yes,” Lord Clive said, quietly, “she is.”

      

      “You are too kind, My Lord,” Cecilia managed to say, inclining her head slightly in thanks.

      

      The room was silent for a time. Only a few seconds passed, but Cecilia felt that it had been an eternity before Lady Isobel spoke again.

      

      “Well, now that we’ve established how clever you are, Miss Baxter, I am hopeful that you will be able to devise a solution that will allow us to both store our books and continue to access the passageway,” Lady Isobel grazed her teeth over her bottom lip. “Do you think that will be possible?”

      

      “Oh,” Cecilia paused before continuing. “Yes, I’m sure that it will be possible. I shall just need to take some measurements and give the problem a bit of thought.”

      

      “Excellent!” Lady Isobel said, sounding delighted, “I’m so glad that you are able to help us. I should have been very disappointed indeed if the passageway was blocked.”

      

      “Do you use it to sneak out of the house regularly, My Lady?” Cecilia said these words without really thinking, distracted by thoughts of Lord Clive. But as soon as they had escaped her lips, she realized her mistake. It is none of my business whether the Lady sneaks out of the house, regularly or otherwise! She must think that I think her a harlot. Why would I say such a thing?

      

      To Cecilia’s great relief, Lady Isobel laughed at these words, and her brother joined her. Both siblings were nearly doubled over with laughter after a few seconds, and Cecilia could not help laughing along with them. When finally she caught her breath she managed to speak.

      

      “Please accept my apology, My Lady,” she said, between giggles, “I did not mean to imply that you are the type of person to do anything improper. And, in fact, it is none of my business whether you do or not.”

      

      “Oh, Miss Baxter,” Isobel said in a brief pause between laughing fits, “there is no need to apologize! I quite appreciate a person who speaks their mind no matter what. And the truth is that I do sneak out of the house from time to time. Though if you’re looking for a juicy scandal, I’m afraid you shall be disappointed.”

      

      “Oh no, My Lady,” Cecilia replied, trying to sound serious and failing. “I have no interest in gossip or scandal, I was merely curious.”

      

      “Well, now, a young woman with no interest in gossip or scandal?” Lady Isobel’s expression feigning shock. “Who ever heard of such a thing? Surely you must have some interest in the bad behavior of others, but sadly my story is not of that kind. I use the passageway, primarily, to sneak into town so that I can meet with the apothecary and midwife to learn about herbal remedies.”

      

      “Oh, I see, My Lady,” Cecilia couldn’t decide if she was impressed or disappointed. In fact, this was much more interesting to her than any sort of scandal or gossip. “What an interesting line of inquiry. May I ask what led you to it?”

      

      “My sister has always had a streak of curiosity that could not be satisfied, no matter how many books were brought into our library,” Lord Clive interjected.

      

      “My brother is right, as a child I read a book about medical science, and I was intrigued, so I asked my governess about what I had learned. She was unable to answer any of my questions, and suggested that I read more books on the subject. Soon I had read every book in the library, and what others I could find in the town bookshop.”

      

      “I’ve only just learned of the passageway out of the library recently, but it seems that my sister discovered it years ago, and I suppose she started sneaking out to further her studies as soon as she realized it was possible.”

      

      “Right in one, My Lord!” Lady Isobel said, with a smile.

      

      Lord Clive returned her smile and Cecilia could not help wondering what sort of relationship she might have had with her own brother, had he survived. Of course, her feelings when she looked at the Marquess’ slightly crooked smile were not those of an affectionate sibling.

      

      “Well then,” said Lady Isobel, suddenly, “It was a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss Baxter. Now I must be off!”

      

      “Oh!” Cecilia was surprised by this sudden departure. “It was a pleasure to meet you as well, My Lady!”

      

      “Fear not, Miss Baxter,” Lady Isobel said. “I shall return in just a moment. I merely need to collect something from my bed chamber.”

      

      A look passed between Lord Clive and Lady Isobel that Cecilia could not quite interpret. Had they arranged for Cecilia to be left alone with the Marquess? If so, he is an extremely talented actor—he looks nearly as shocked as I feel!

      

      There was a moment of awkward silence as Lady Isobel walked out of the library, leaving Cecilia and the Marquess unsupervised. Isobel left the library door open as she left. Cecilia was relieved that she could at least say that she had not been alone with the Marquess behind closed doors. However, if I am truly honest with myself, the idea of a closed door would have been thrilling.

      

      Cecilia stood, looking at the wall where the entrance to the passageway was hidden, but all the while feeling the Marquess’ eyes upon her. She willed herself to take steady, even breaths.

      

      After a moment, she found that the Marquess was standing next to her, staring at the same stretch of wall. He did not touch her, but he stood so close that the sleeve of his jacket grazed her arm. Cecilia felt a shiver run up her spine.

      

      “Your sister is very charming, My Lord” Cecilia said, in an effort to break the silence.

      

      “Yes, she is, though not half so charming as you, Miss Baxter.”

      

      “My Lord, you flatter me.” Her voice was barely a whisper.

      

      “It is not flattery, Miss Baxter, I speak only the truth.”

      

      Cecilia turned to look at him, and Lord Clive turned as well. They were now facing one another, their bodies mere inches apart. Cecilia willed herself not to look away, even though she was sure that he could see her cheeks burning red.

      

      “Flattery or not, I appreciate your kind words, My Lord.”

      

      “And do you find me charming as well?” The Marquess asked.

      

      “You are quite charming, My Lord,” Cecilia whispered. “I believe you are the most charming lord I know.”

      

      “I am quite certain that you are the most charming person I have ever had the good fortune to meet, Miss Baxter…and, as it happens, you are also the most beautiful.”

      

      “Now you really do flatter me, My Lord,” Cecilia said, with a shy smile. Could he truly find me beautiful? I suppose I am pretty enough, in a common sort of way, but he is far too handsome, and far too well born, to love a woman with freckles.

      

      “I most certainly do not, Miss Baxter,” he wondered what words he could say that would possibly convince her. “You are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen, and that is the truth. You are also clever, and talented, and I feel that I could talk to you for hours and hours without ever growing bored.”

      

      “Thank you, My Lord,” then after a pause she continued, “I find you to be quite clever and interesting as well.”

      

      “And handsome?” The Marquess asked, with a roguish smile.

      

      “And handsome, of course,” Cecilia said with a nervous laugh, “that is a well-established fact, My Lord.”

      

      Lord Clive took a small step closer; he was now standing no more than two inches away from her. Cecilia could feel the warmth of his body radiating off of him. She knew that she ought to take a step back, but her body refused to comply with this command. She felt her chest heave as her breathing quickened.

      

      “Miss Baxter, it seems abundantly clear that we enjoy one another’s company.”

      

      “Yes, My Lord.”

      

      “And we find each other pleasing to the eye.”

      

      “Yes, My Lord,” Cecilia repeated in a breathy voice.

      

      “Would you agree that we are well suited to one another?” Lord Clive leaned slightly closer, so that she could feel his breath upon her cheek as he spoke.

      

      “My Lord,” Cecilia stammered, “I agree that we might seem well suited in many ways…”

      

      “Do you have some objection to my statement?”

      

      “Well, My Lord, only the obvious objection,” Cecilia fought to keep her voice even as she spoke.

      

      “Please enlighten me, Miss Baxter,” Lord Clive’s tone slid into somewhat more formal tone than he had used previously. “What is the ‘obvious’ objection?”

      

      Cecilia looked at the Marquess of Clive, nonplussed. After a moment she spoke, and she too used a more formal tone than she had done a moment previously.

      

      “Well, my father is a carpenter, My Lord…and your father is a Duke.”

      

      “Thank you, Miss Baxter, I am well aware of our fathers’ respective social positions.”

      

      “Then, no doubt you are aware that I could hardly be a less suitable match for you,” Cecilia said, mirroring the Marquess’ serious tone.

      

      “I don’t see why our respective social stations should be a problem.”

      

      Lord Clive expressed this as though it were the most obvious thing in the world. He sees no reason why this should be a problem; therefore, he is certain that he can have me. How can he be so arrogant?

      

      “Well, I’m afraid I do see a problem, My Lord,” Cecilia snapped. “The daughter of a carpenter is not fit to be a Marchioness, and she is certainly not fit to be a future Duchess!”

      

      “I do not care about your fitness to be a Duchess!” Lord Clive sounded exasperated, “I care about the fact that I have become hopelessly enamored with you!”

      

      “How can you say such a thing to me, if you claim to be enamored with me?” Cecilia asked, barely keeping her frustration in check. “You say that you care for me, but you would make me your mistress? You would ruin me for your own pleasure?”

      

      “My mistress?” Lord Clive was stunned.

      

      “Yes, isn’t that what you are proposing?” Cecilia called out. “I can be your lover, but never the Duchess of Huxley?”

      

      “Oh, no,” Lord Clive sounded truly distressed now. “My dear, that is not at all what I meant. Please allow me to explain.”

      

      Cecilia closed her eyes and took a deep breath to calm her nerves and slowly opened her eyes. She nodded for him to continue.

      

      “I do not wish for you to be my mistress. I do not wish to take a mistress at all,” the Marquess began. “You are becoming too dear to me to ever suggest such a thing.”

      

      “But then what do you propose, My Lord?” Cecilia’s voice went up an octave. “Have we not just agreed that I cannot be your wife? That I am unfit to be a future Duchess?”

      

      “No, my dear Miss Baxter,” the Marquess spoke slowly, “you said that you are not fit to be a future Duchess. I simply stated that it doesn’t matter to me whether you are fit for the title, because I would not care.”

      

      “But then, it comes to the same thing, does it not?” Cecilia was genuinely perplexed with his explanation.

      

      “In fact, it does not,” Lord Clive replied, firmly. “You may not believe that you are fit for the role of my wife, but I believe the only qualification for such a role is that I would love you for a lifetime, which I could easily do.”

      

      At this, Lord Clive paused briefly, looking gently into her eyes. Cecilia wished that what he said might be true. Then the Marquess continued.

      

      “Of course, the other important qualification is that you could care for me in return,” he spoke just above a whisper. “Might I dare to hope that you meet this standard as well, Miss Baxter?”

      

      “My Lord,” she was unable now to keep the tremor from her voice, “to hope for such a thing requires no daring. It is the easiest thing in the world, for you must see my fondness for you written clearly on my face!”

      

      The Marquess chuckled at these words. “Oh, Miss Baxter, you do yourself a disservice. I did think that I might have seen a glimmer of affection from time to time, but you master your emotions well, and I could never be sure. I cannot tell you what a relief it is to learn that you feel as I feel.”

      

      They continued to stand just a few inches apart simply gazing into each other’s eyes. Lord Clive reached out his hands to clasp Cecilia’s, and his grasp was gentle but firm. Cecilia gave a slight gasp feeling his bare skin upon hers. I should step back from him—his intentions may be pure, but until a formal arrangement has been made, this is quite improper.

      

      As this thought occurred to Cecilia, Lord Clive leaned forward and allowed his lips to brush hers. All thoughts of propriety were swept out of Cecilia’s mind. The kiss was gentle, and his lips were soft. It lasted only for a few seconds, but in those few seconds, Cecilia leaned forward to meet him, feeling the beat of his heart against her own chest.

      

      When they parted, both Cecilia and Lord Clive were breathing quickly. Their kiss had been chaste; her thoughts had been anything but, and her body had responded accordingly. Something intense was building inside of her. Feeling embarrassed by her body’s reaction, Cecilia looked away from the Marquess.

      

      “I apologize, Miss Baxter,” he broke the spell, “that was improper of me. I was caught up in the moment and unable to control myself.”

      

      “There is no need to apologize, My Lord.” She spoke what they felt. “We were both taken in by the romance of the moment. We must both be more cautious going forward.”

      

      Lord Clive looked slightly disappointed at this reaction, but quickly rearranged his face into a neutral expression. “Yes, of course, Miss Baxter. Perhaps we could sit over here by the window and have a proper discussion?”

      

      “Yes, I think that would be wise, My Lord.”

      

      “Please, call me Nicholas. There is no need to be so formal now that our feelings for each other are known.”

      

      “Oh, I could not possibly be so informal with you at this juncture, My Lord!” she responded, feeling uncomfortable at the mere suggestion. “What if the Duchess should hear?”

      

      “My mother is not at home today, thankfully,” he replied. “But you are quite right that it would be unwise to let her hear you call me Nicholas before any engagement is announced.”

      

      Cecilia nodded at this and sat in an armchair by the window. She did not trust herself to sit on the couch, in case Lord Clive should sit next to her.

      

      “Well then,” said the Marquess, sitting down opposite her, “in company you shall have to continue addressing me formally, as you always have. But when we are alone together, perhaps you would agree to call me Nicholas?”

      

      Cecilia considered this. If they were to be married eventually, she would need to get used to the idea of addressing him informally, and of being address as “My Lady” and, eventually, “Your Grace” as well. There would be plenty of time to make these adjustments, but she supposed now was as good a time as any to begin.

      

      “All right then, My L…” she began, “my apologies. All right then, Nicholas. We shall try this and see how it feels.”

      

      “And, may I call you Cecilia…” he hoped should would acquiesce with his request, “only when we are alone, of course. I would continue to call you Miss Baxter in company.”

      

      “Yes, Nicholas, I should like that very much,” she said, with a smile.

      

      “Of course, I shall need to speak to your father before a formal engagement can take place.”

      

      “Yes,” she replied, “of course. I expect that he will be quite surprised—I know that I certainly am, but I see no reason why he should object to the idea.”

      

      “Wonderful!” Nicholas was pleased. Then he continued in a more business-like tone.

      

      “My mother will not approve of the idea, I must warn you, Cecilia.”

      

      “I am not surprised to hear that, Nicholas,” Cecilia said with a sigh of resignation. “It is the primary reason that I felt this arrangement might not work. What do you propose to do?”

      

      Nicholas mirrored her sigh. “Unfortunately, I believe that it will be necessary to postpone any announcement of our engagement until at least after Isobel’s debut. Mother is in a frightful state regarding the arrangements, and I do not think it wise to give her another reason to worry.”

      

      “All right,” Cecilia said, feeling relieved at this relatively simple solution, “the debut is only six weeks away, I see no reason why waiting six weeks should be a problem.”

      

      “I quite agree,” he continued. “And, if Isobel should be well received, then it is likely she will make a highly-respectable marriage by the end of the season. Perhaps my mother will be less worried about my wife if she knows that Isobel has a suitable husband.”

      

      Cecilia pursed her lips at this statement. She knew that Nicholas was right about his mother, but she did not appreciate this unfavorable comparison to Isobel’s future “suitable” husband. She chose to say nothing about it, for now. Nicholas believed her to be suitable, and more than that, he said he was in love with her, so nothing else truly mattered.

      

      Just then, Cecilia heard footsteps approaching the library. Quickly, she stepped away from Nicholas and turned toward the wall where the bookcase would be placed. Isobel re-entered the library holding a small notebook and pencil, smiling at Cecilia and her brother.

      

      “Hello!” she said cheerfully. My apologies for leaving, I hope it wasn’t too much of an inconvenience. I merely wanted the ability to make some notes of our conversation.”

      

      “It was no inconvenience at all,” Nicholas replied.

      

      Having settled the details of their feelings for one another, Cecilia reluctantly returned the conversation to the bookcase and the entrance to the hidden passageway. She would have liked to spend the remainder of their time together gazing into Nicholas’ eyes, or kissing his soft lips, running my fingers through his hair, feeling his hands upon my bare skin—if only Isobel had stayed away for a few moments longer.

      

      It was these thoughts that made her realize the necessity of focusing on work for the time being. Together, she, Isobel, and Nicholas discussed the dimensions of the bookcase and how it might be made movable to allow access behind it.

      

      Cecilia stood up and walked to the entrance, studying it more closely to see how it worked. When pushed, it created an opening of about two feet wide. An average-sized person would be able to fit through it without difficulty, but she would need to be careful not to make the opening significantly smaller.

      

      Cecilia could feel Nicholas’ eyes watching her as she took measurements and made notes in her small notebook. To distract herself from this, she asked what he had been reading recently; he told her about the advanced geometry text book he had recently purchased, having finished the elementary one he had used at school.

      

      Cecilia was not really listening to the details of what he had read. She knew this information already, though she had learned it by practical methods, rather than theoretical. She merely smiled at the idea that he had gone to such lengths to learn about a subject, simply because she was passionate about it as well.
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      Nicholas and Isobel remained in the library after Cecilia left. He supposed that he ought to discuss the solution to the bookcase problem with Isobel, but he found that he lacked the motivation or interest to think of anything other than Cecilia.

      

      Instead he gazed out the window into the midafternoon sky, imagining her riding toward home. He pictured a stubborn lock of hair escaping her simple bun as it often did, and her reaching up to tuck it behind her beautiful ear. If I could be the one to tuck her hair behind her ear...

      

      Isobel seemed to understand that Nicholas had no desire to speak, and did not force the issue. Instead she sat down at the opposite side of the room and began to write in her notebook.

      

      Nicholas passed an extremely pleasant quarter-of-an-hour reliving his meeting with Cecilia, and in particular remembering the brief kiss they had shared. He had known that it was wrong for them to be alone together, had known that it was wrong of him to kiss her, but he had been unable to help himself.

      

      Nicholas had kissed girls before—a chambermaid when he was home during the holidays as a schoolboy, the daughter of one of his professors at university. His mother had promptly dismissed the chambermaid, and his professor’s daughter had giggled uncontrollably after the kiss. They had never met in private again, though he saw her around the campus from time to time.

      

      In neither case had he felt anything even remotely close to what he was feeling for Cecilia. He had fancied both girls, both had been quite pretty, and he pined for the chambermaid for a time when she had left the estate. But in the end, he had forgotten about both of them quickly enough, and he felt certain that they had done the same regarding him. But if I were never to see Cecilia again—I cannot bear the thought of it!

      

      He was lost in these thoughts for some time before Isobel attempted to engage him in conversation once more. She must have stood up and approached him quietly, for he did not notice her until she was standing directly in front of him, clearing her throat loudly. She smiled at him, and he thought that she looked through his façade.

      

      “Did you and Miss Baxter discuss anything of interest while I was away?” she asked, innocently enough.

      

      “We just discussed the problem of the bookcase,” Nicholas kept his voice as calm as possible. “She has proposed a solution to the problem that I think will work quite well. The bookcase shall be built in such a way that one can easily slide it from place to place. It will be attached to the wall with a simple latch so that it remains firmly in place, but when unlatched, you will be able to move it out of the way to open the passageway.”

      

      Isobel smiled politely through this explanation, then said, “Come now, Nick. I know all of this; I was there for this part of the conversation. You know perfectly well I was not asking about the bookcase.”

      

      In truth, Nicholas had known this, but was unsure of how much to share with Isobel. They had always been open with one another, and he felt entirely confident that she would be discreet about anything he might tell her. And yet, he felt hesitant to share the details of his meeting with Cecilia. It was Isobel who left us alone together, she could hardly judge Cecilia for a circumstance that she created. I suppose there can be no harm in telling her something of our meeting.

      

      Nicholas looked at his sister for a moment, and then decided that it would be safe to share with her, if not all of the details, at least the broad outline of his conversation with Cecilia.

      

      “The remainder of our meeting was wonderful,” he said with a wistful smile. “As it turns out, Cecilia is quite as fond of me as I am of her!”

      

      “Cecilia?” Isobel said, arching one of her delicate eyebrows. “Is she no longer Miss Baxter to you?”

      

      Nicholas smiled fully now. A wide grin, slightly crooked, that spread across his face and extended to his eyes.

      

      “She is no longer Miss Baxter to me!” he agreed. “She is my beloved, Cecilia.”

      

      “I am so happy for you, Nick,” Isobel replied, smiling in genuine delight. “Have you spoken of the future with her?”

      

      “We did speak of it,” he replied, his smile fading slightly. “Cecilia is concerned that she is unfit to be the future Duchess of Huxley.”

      

      Isobel made no response but looked at her brother inquiringly.

      

      “I told her that the only qualification to be the next Duchess of Huxley is that I love her, and she love me in return,” he said, “but she is not wrong in assuming that the current Duchess of Huxley would not approve of her as a successor.”

      

      “Well, that is very true,” Isobel replied, “but in the end Mother will agree if she can be persuaded that this is the only thing that will make you truly happy.”

      

      “I hope you are right, Izzy,” Nicholas said. “I’ve decided to wait until after your debut to broach the subject, in hopes that Mother will be feeling a bit more generous when that pressure has been relieved.”

      

      “I agree that would be wise,” Isobel said, sounding serious now. “I am also hopeful that by that time Father’s condition will have improved, which can only help your chances of convincing Mother.”

      

      “That is wonderful, Izzy. What makes you think that?”

      

      “Well, thanks to our secret escape route, I’ve managed to meet with Mrs. Jameson several times in the past month. Mrs. Jameson is the midwife of whom I spoke earlier” she added, seeing Nicholas’ look of confusion.

      

      “And what have you discovered?”

      

      “She has helped me to develop an infusion of lavender and feverfew that Father can add to his tea to treat his headaches,” she said followed with a smile. “It is a simple remedy, but she assures me that it has worked for many of her patients in the past.”

      

      “Well, I hope you are right about that, for Father’s sake, though I don’t see why that should help convince Mother that my marrying a carpenter’s daughter is a desirable outcome.”

      

      “Oh Nick, surely you know by now that Father’s mood directly impacts the mood of everyone else in this household!” Isobel rolled her eyes in mock exasperation.

      

      “I suppose you must be right, Izzy, but truthfully, it never occurred to me!” he admitted with good grace.
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        * * *

      

      Cecilia hardly remembered her ride home from Huxley Manor. It seemed to her that she had barely entered the carriage when suddenly it was pulling up in front of her home. Her mind had been filled with thoughts of the Marquess—or Nicholas, as she must now call him, for the entire journey, and she would have liked to have significantly more time to enjoy those thoughts.

      

      After exiting the carriage, Cecilia walked through the front door and found Mrs. Williams at work in the kitchen.

      

      “Good afternoon, Miss Baxter,” Mrs. Williams said, “you look in good spirits today.”

      

      “Do I?” Cecilia was surprised to hear this assessment. “Thank you Mrs. Williams! You look quite well yourself.”

      

      “Why thank you, my dear,” Mrs. Williams replied. “Your father and Mr. Mowbray are working in the shop.”

      

      With this pronouncement, Mrs. Williams returned to her work. Cecilia removed her shawl and bonnet and hung them on a wooden peg near the door. Having put away her things, she walked into the workshop. Both her father and Archie were hard at work, so she said nothing as she donned her heavy leather apron and gloves.

      

      After a moment, Archie finished what he was doing and looked up at Cecilia with a smile. Just a few seconds later, her father did the same.

      

      “You’re looking quite cheerful today, Cece!” her father said. Archie nodded in agreement.

      

      “Thank you, I suppose I am in a cheerful mood today,” she replied.

      

      “What did the Marquess of Clive want to discuss at your meeting?” Archie asked. “Will we need to make any significant changes to the family’s order?”

      

      “No major changes will be necessary, he merely wanted to discuss the bookcase we will be making for the library,” Cecilia said, in a voice that she hoped would sound calmer than she felt. “In fact, the meeting was primarily with Lady Isobel, the Marquess’ sister.”

      

      “And is Lady Isobel possessed of strong opinions about bookcases?” Archie asked, sounding skeptical.

      

      “Would it be so unlikely for a young lady to have strong opinions about such things?” Cecilia teased. “I know I certainly do!”

      

      “That is true, Cece,” her father interjected, “but there is hardly a subject on earth about which you do not have strong opinions.”

      

      Everyone laughed at this, including Cecilia, who could hardly deny the truth of her father’s statement.

      

      After a moment Archie added, “And besides, Cecilia, you are not like most girls.”

      

      “And what would you know of ‘most girls’?” Cecilia asked, smirking at Archie.

      

      “Well, now you’ve got me there,” Archie admitted with good grace. “In truth I know very little about girls of any sort.”

      

      Cecilia and Archie both laughed at this, but her father simply said, “All right, back to work now!”

      

      Archie and Mr. Baxter returned to the pieces they had been working on when Cecilia entered the workshop, and Cecilia began to gather the pieces for the Duke’s desk chair.

      

      They worked in companionable silence for most of the afternoon, speaking only occasionally to ask that someone pass a certain tool.

      

      After a few hours, Mr. Baxter took the chair he had just finished and moved it outside for varnishing. Cecilia was left alone in the workshop with Archie.

      

      “Now that your father has stepped outside, perhaps you can tell me what really happened during your meeting with the Marquess of Clive,” Archie said with a conspiratorial smile.

      

      Cecilia stared at him for a moment in stunned silence before responding.

      

      “There really is no more to tell, Archie,” she said in a quiet voice. “Lady Isobel wanted to discuss the bookcase.”

      

      “I’m sure she has ample reason to be interested in the bookcase,” he replied, “but, is there anything in particular about it that she wanted to discuss?”

      

      Cecilia considered for a moment what she should say next. Surely there can be no harm in telling Archie about the passageway.

      

      “Well,” she told him in an excited whisper, “in fact, there is a hidden passageway in the library wall. It leads to the garden. The entrance to the passage is directly behind where the bookcase will be placed, and Lady Isobel wants to be able to access the passage once the bookcase is in place.”

      

      “Intriguing!” said Archie with a grin, “This could be the start of quite a scandal! For what purpose could a well-born young lady such as Lady Isobel wish to sneak out of her home undetected?”

      

      Cecilia laughed at this. In fact, she had found the Lady Isobel to be quite intriguing, but not for the reasons that Archie suggested.

      

      “As it happens, she is sneaking out to meet with the midwife in town,” she said.

      

      “Well, that is an even greater scandal than I had previously imagined!” Archie said, sounding genuinely shocked. “I suppose that the daughters of Dukes don’t believe that the usual rules of morality apply to them as well as to the common people!”

      

      Archie sounded truly horrified at the thought that Lady Isobel might be involved in a scandal that would require her to see a midwife. Of course, such a thing would be quite shocking, and she would no doubt be ruined. I must clarify the situation immediately!

      

      “Archie, I’m sorry, I did not make myself clear.” She spoke in a firm but calm tone of voice. “Lady Isobel is not involved in any sort of scandal. She interested in studying medicine and herbal remedies. The midwife and her husband, the apothecary, are both quite knowledgeable in this subject, and she hopes to learn more of their trade.”

      

      “Ah,” Archie looked a bit embarrassed by his previous reaction, “I see. That is, of course, far less scandalous, but still rather unusual for a young lady in her position.”

      

      “That is true,” Cecilia agreed, “Lady Isobel is a rather unusual young lady, I think.”

      

      “Well, if she is as unusual as you,” Archie said with a grin, “I suppose she can’t be all bad. Still, aristocrats really are strange, aren’t they?”

      

      “I suppose some of them are,” Cecilia conceded, “but they’re not all bad.”

      

      A smile spread slowly across her face as she remembered the kiss she had shared with the Marquess earlier that day. She had been so shocked in the moment, and was eager to have some time to herself to relive it in more detail.

      

      Archie turned toward Cecilia, giving her a searching look. In a more serious tone he said, “I suppose you must be thinking about the Marquess of Clive?”

      

      Cecilia hesitated for a moment, but she could not keep the secret from Archie entirely. He knew her too well and could read her face better than any book. I cannot tell him that we hope to be married until Nicholas has spoken to Father, but neither can I lie to him.

      

      “Yes,” she agreed after a brief pause, “I suppose that I am thinking about the Marquess of Clive. I cannot deny that he is a most charming gentleman.”

      

      “No doubt he is very charming. I only worry that he will hurt you or damage your reputation,” Archie replied, not unkindly.

      

      Cecilia felt a flicker of frustration at these words, I do not want or need to have this conversation once more. She knew, though, that Archie only wanted to protect her, just as he would protect a younger sister if he had one.

      

      “Archie,” she made an effort to keep her voice calm but firm, “we have discussed this before. I appreciate your concern, truly, but the Marquess does not have any improper intentions, I assure you.”

      

      “But, Cecilia,” he said, quietly, “how can you be certain of his intentions?”

      

      “Archie, please, you must trust me to judge the situation for myself,” Cecilia pleaded. “I know that you wish to protect me and my reputation, but please trust me to protect myself.”

      

      Archie paused for a moment. He looked as though he was about to argue, but then stopped, and looked away. A few seconds later, he turned back to Cecilia and spoke once again.

      

      “I’m sorry, Cecilia,” he said, “Truly, I am. I know that you are perfectly capable of making decisions for yourself. More than capable, in fact. Perhaps I should be worried for the Marquess, actually.”

      

      “What on earth is that supposed to mean?” She was feigning annoyance, but she could not help but laugh.

      

      “Nothing, nothing, I promise!” Archie said, throwing up his hands in surrender and laughing along with her. “I shall not worry for you, nor for the Marquess. Only for myself!”
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      It had been over a week since Nicholas had seen Cecilia. He had spent many hours since then remembering their conversation, and the kiss they had shared in the library. As much as he relished these memories, they were not enough. Every day that they did not see each other, he felt increasingly anxious for their next meeting.

      

      Perhaps I could find a reason to go to the workshop to check on the progress of the order.

      

      Just as this thought occurred to him, there was a knock at his chamber door.

      

      “Come in,” he said.

      

      “My Lord?” said the butler, as he entered Nicholas’ bedchamber, “The Duchess requests that you join her in her study.”

      

      Nicholas was surprised at this request. His mother rarely requested to speak with him privately. He felt inexplicably nervous, like a child who was about to be scolded for failing to pay attention during his lessons.

      

      “Yes, of course, Campbell,” he said in a casual tone of voice, “I shall go to Her Grace now. Thank you, that will be all.”

      

      Nicholas took a deep breath as the butler exited his room. He took a moment to collect himself before straightening his neck cloth and leaving the room.

      

      When he entered his mother’s study, Nicholas found her sitting at a small writing desk. Cecilia may be working on its replacement at this very moment, he could not help but think. The Duchess was reading a letter, and it took her several seconds to finish before looking up and acknowledging her son’s presence.

      

      The Duchess smiled briefly before saying “Hello, Nicholas, thank you for coming to see me.”

      

      “Of course, Mother,” he replied. “Is there something in particular that you would like to discuss?”

      

      “You will call upon Lady Annette tomorrow.” It was a statement rather than a request. In truth, Nicholas had no objection to this plan—he had no plans for the following day, and he enjoyed Lady Annette’s company well enough. Still, I don’t particularly appreciate being told what to do.

      

      “Mother, I…” Nicholas began to reply, but the Duchess immediately spoke over him.

      

      “Nicholas, this is not a matter for discussion,” she said in a firm voice. “You will call upon Lady Annette tomorrow while I visit Mr. Baxter’s workshop to check on the progress of his work.”

      

      “Perhaps I could come with you to the shop and then we could call upon Lady Annette together afterwards.” Nicholas said, hopefully.

      

      “No.” His mother replied with simple finality.

      

      “No?” Nicholas asked, nonplussed. “Why not?”

      

      “Because you have not seen Lady Annette in over two weeks, and the two of you seemed very fond of one another at your last meeting,” she said, “and because there is no need for both of us to visit the carpenter’s shop.”

      

      She paused for a moment, her gaze piercing, and then continued. “And because there is no reason for you to visit the carpenter’s daughter.”

      

      Nicholas felt his pulse quicken slightly, but he took a deep breath, and mastered his nerves. She cannot possibly know how I truly feel about Cecilia, can she?

      

      “I fail to see what the carpenter’s daughter has to do with anything,” Nicholas said in a cool voice.

      

      “I am not a fool, Nicholas.” The Duchess said, with a slight edge to her voice. “I could hardly fail to see the way you looked at her at our last visit. And Campbell tells me that she came to call while I was away from the house last week. That was most improper.”

      

      Nicholas took two deep breaths. He clenched his hands into tight fists at his sides and released them. Making sure to keep his voice calm and even, he said, “Mother, you have no need to worry. I merely made polite conversation with Miss Baxter while visiting the shop.”

      

      “And her visit to the estate? I take it she did not choose to come on her own?” The Duchess asked, arching an eyebrow to show her skepticism.

      

      “She did not,” Nicholas replied. “I met her in town by chance, and I asked her to come here so that she might discuss the particulars of the library bookcase with Isobel. She was kind enough to oblige.”

      

      The Duchess looked even more skeptical at this explanation. “Why would Isobel want to discuss the particulars of the bookcase?”

      

      Realizing that he had perhaps said too much, Nicholas was careful to give only the most minimal answer to this question. “I had mentioned to her that the design was still in question, and she seemed intrigued by the process of finding the best proportions. So, when I happened to meet Miss Baxter I thought, who better than her to explain the process to Isobel!”

      

      “Hmmm…” The Duchess said through her pursed lips. “Well, be that as it may, you will not accompany me to Mr. Baxter’s shop tomorrow, and will instead call upon Lady Annette.”

      

      Nicholas had only just opened his mouth as though to speak, but his mother continued, cutting him off before a word had escaped his lips.

      

      “That will be all,” she announced, “good night, Nicholas.” And she sat back down at her desk, pulling out paper, ink, and quill. Presumably she was writing a response to the letter she had been reading when Nicholas had entered the room.

      

      “Good night, Mother.” He replied, his voice cold and formal, and turned to leave the study.
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        * * *

      

      Breakfast the following morning was a subdued affair. Nicholas was flustered after the previous day’s meeting with his mother, and he said little more than “good morning” for the entirety of the meal. The Duke remained in his bed chamber with another headache, and the Duchess was uncharacteristically quiet, seeming to be lost in her own thoughts.

      

      Only Isobel was lively. She talked of the gown she would wear for her debut, and Nicholas smiled and nodded throughout her description of the various fabrics and trimmings that would be used.

      

      After breakfast, both Nicholas and his mother prepared to leave for their respective destinations. Since the Earl of Leicester’s estate lay between Huxley and the Baxters’ workshop, they would travel part of the distance together, and Nicholas did not look forward to his carriage ride with the Duchess. I shall keep my silence, and give her no reason to question me further.

      

      As it transpired, the carriage ride was not nearly as unpleasant as Nicholas had expected. His mother was quiet for much of the way, looking out the window at the countryside rushing by. After a time she finally spoke.

      

      “Nicholas,” she said quietly, “thank you for agreeing to call upon Lady Annette today.”

      

      “You are welcome, Mother, but you give me too much credit. I had been under the impression that I had no choice.”

      

      The Duchess smiled at these words and said, “you shall be a Duke someday, you always have a choice, Nicholas.”

      

      “That is good to know!”

      

      “But I am still your mother,” she continued, “and it is true that I would have been quite disappointed had you not agreed to this meeting.”

      

      Nicholas brooded about this statement for several minutes as they continued to ride in silence.

      

      As they approached the Earl of Leicester’s estate, the Duchess spoke once again.

      

      “I really am glad that you are so fond of Lady Annette, Nicholas,” she announced suddenly, “after all, we can’t have you falling in love with another scullery maid, now can we?”

      

      Nicholas felt heat spreading to his cheeks at these words. He had not, in fact, fallen in love with a scullery maid, but he had been indiscreet with one. All of his school friends had similar tails of secret romances with kitchen girls or maids. In his case, it had merely been a few stolen kisses and whispered endearments. Some of his friends could tell much more scandalous tales. I don’t suppose that telling Mother about how Fitz seduced his mother’s lady’s maid would make her feel any better about the situation, though.

      

      Nicholas chose to say nothing in response to this, and was relieved to part company with his mother when they arrived in front of Lady Annette’s home just a few minutes later. He stepped out of the carriage, giving his mother a cursory nod of farewell before walking toward the front door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      Cecilia was in the kitchen finishing her midday meal when she heard a carriage approaching the house. She looked out of the front window and recognized the Duke of Huxley’s carriage and driver. With a thrill of excitement, she imagined Nicholas arriving at her front door in just a few minutes.

      

      Without realizing what she was doing, Cecilia began to smooth down her skirt, and then raised her hands to her head to feel whether her hair was disheveled. Realizing that it was, and also that her face was likely to be dirty from the day’s work, she quickly poured some water on a clean kitchen rag to wipe her face, and did what she could to smooth her hair with her hands.

      

      Her pulse had quickened at the mere thought of Nicholas’ arrival, and she took two deep, steadying breaths to try to calm it. Her cheeks felt warm, and she knew that they must be reddening, but there was very little that could be done about that now.

      

      After a few moments, when a knock finally came at the door, Cecilia opened it, excited to see the man with whom she had fallen in love. She was disappointed and somewhat surprised to discover, not Nicholas, but his mother, the Duchess of Huxley, standing on the other side of the door when she opened it.

      

      Cecilia managed to maintain her composure, and she felt confident that the feelings had not shown on her face.

      

      “Your Grace,” she said, lowering her eyes to the floor and curtseying as gracefully as she could manage, “please come in!”

      “Thank you, Miss Baxter,” the Duchess said, coolly. Am I imagining it, or does the Duchess look rather annoyed? Is she aware of what transpired between me and her son? How could she be?

      

      “I should like to see the shop now,” the Duchess continued, in the same cool tone of voice. “Please show me what you and your father have been working on.”

      

      “Yes, of course, Your Grace!” Cecilia replied, in the politest tone she could manage. “If you would please come this way.”

      

      Archie had gone to town to pick up the large order of supplies that Cecilia had placed the previous week, and so only Cecilia’s father was working in the shop at the moment. His back was to the door, and Cecilia waited for him to finish what he was working on before saying anything. Next to her, Cecilia could feel, rather than see, the Duchess growing increasingly impatient.

      

      It was only a few seconds before Cecilia’s father had finished sanding the table leg on which he had been working. At this point he put his tools down and turned to face his daughter. It was perfectly clear, from the look on his face, that he had expected Cecilia to be alone.

      

      “Ah!” he said, awkwardly. “Your Grace, what a pleasant surprise to see you here today! Please, please, come in!”

      

      The Duchess said nothing to this statement, but walked into the workshop and began inspecting the various pieces. She asked Cecilia’s father about what he had been working on, and he showed her the legs for the dining room table.

      

      “Ah, yes, I see,” she said, “these will be quite lovely.”

      

      The Duchess walked on to the next worktable and looked at the pieces laid out there. “And these,” she said, gesturing to the pieces before her, “are for the matching chairs, I assume?”

      

      “Yes, your Grace!” Cecilia’s father said, sounding more confident now that he had had a moment to get used to the Duchess’ presence. “That is exactly right. Of course, it can be difficult to picture the final product when looking at the disassembled pieces, but if you look closely, you’ll notice the same design in these chair legs as in the legs of the table.”

      

      “Yes, I see that,” said the Duchess, and Cecilia had the sense that she did not appreciate having these things explained to her by a mere carpenter, though her tone was perfectly polite.

      

      “Now, Miss Baxter,” said the Duchess, in a somewhat harsher tone, “tell me about the bookcase.”

      

      “The bookcase, your Grace?” Cecilia stammered.

      

      “Yes, the bookcase,” she repeated, “the one in the library. I understand that my son invited you to meet with him and my daughter last week to discuss it in detail. I should not have thought that a bookcase would require so much planning. Perhaps you can enlighten me as to why it is so complicated.”

      

      Cecilia knew that she must not tell the Duchess the true purpose of her meeting with Nicholas and Lady Isobel. Of course, the Duchess would never approve of her son declaring his love in such a fashion, and for her of all people. But neither could she tell her of Isobel’s desire to maintain access to a secret passageway that allowed her to escape from the house.

      

      “I’m afraid there is not much to tell, Your Grace,” Cecilia stammered, inventing her answer as she said it. “The original proportions of the bookcase that you proposed would have matched the other pieces in the room, but would not have fit in the designated space. Therefore, they needed to be adjusted, while still maintaining balance with the rest of the room.”

      

      “I see,” said the Duchess, looking intrigued, “and you needed to meet with my children to discuss the solution to that problem?”

      

      “Well, I have made some sketches, Your Grace,” she explained, “I had already worked out a solution that I think will work quite well. When I ran into the Marquess of Clive last week, he asked me about the problem because we had discussed it during his previous visit to the shop.”

      

      “And you offered to come to the estate to show him?” the Duchess asked.

      

      “No, Your Grace,” Cecilia explained, “I merely told Lord Clive that I had found a possible solution to the problem, and he asked me to call upon him the next day so that I could explain it in person. He said that Lady Isobel was also interested in learning more about the process. She was there during my call and I discussed the plan with her as well as with Lord Clive.”

      

      “I see,” said the Duchess, “well, one is constantly surprised by one’s children I suppose.”

      

      Cecilia’s father laughed at this and said, “Yes, Your Grace, you are quite right! I am forever surprised by Cecilia’s talents and interests.”

      

      The Duchess graced him with a smile and then returned her attention to Cecilia.

      

      “For example,” The Duchess said, “until recently, I had feared that my son, the Marquess would never marry. And yet, today he is calling upon the daughter of the Earl of Leicester. She is a lovely young Lady, well mannered, and beautiful. I expect they shall be announcing their engagement any day now.”

      

      Cecilia stood frozen in place for a moment. Her breathing had become shallow, and there was a ringing in her ears. Perhaps I have misheard her, or perhaps she is lying.

      

      “Congratulations, Your Grace!” Cecilia’s father said, enthusiastically. “We hope that you will consider us for any construction needs you may have for the wedding.”

      

      Cecilia managed to suppress a nervous giggle as her father said this, and made a conscious effort to relax her muscles. She had just discovered that she was clenching her fists without even realizing it.

      

      “Yes, Your Grace,” she managed to say, quietly. “I hope that the Marquess and his bride will be very happy in one another.”

      

      “Thank you,” the Duchess said, in a cool-toned voice, “I’m quite sure that Lady Annette will make an excellent wife for my son. As I said, she is well mannered, and the daughter of an Earl. She is well suited to be the next Duchess of Huxley.”

      

      At this last statement, she looked appraisingly at Cecilia. It was clear from her expression that she felt Cecilia did not compare favorably to the high-born Lady Annette. Cecilia could think of nothing to say in response to this, and so she merely nodded.

      

      “She sounds quite lovely, Your Grace,” Cecilia’s father responded, seeming unsure of where this conversation was going.

      

      “Thank you, Mr. Baxter,” the Duchess said, smiling briefly at him. “Now, might I ask to speak to Miss Baxter alone for a moment?”

      

      “Oh…” Cecilia’s father responded, sounding confused, “I suppose that would be fine. Cecilia?”

      

      “Oh, yes, of course, Your Grace.” Cecilia said quickly.

      

      “I need to discuss some details of my new wardrobe, and I believe that a feminine touch is exactly what is needed,” she said, turning to look at Cecilia’s father. “I’m sure you understand, Mr. Baxter.”

      

      “Oh, I see,” he said, sounding relieved by this explanation. “Of course, I understand completely, Your Grace. I shall step out and allow you and Cecilia to talk.”

      

      “Thank you, Mr. Baxter, that will be all” the Duchess said, with a smile.

      

      Cecilia felt a wave of frustration rising within her. How dare she dismiss my father from his own workshop? What more could she have to say to me? With an effort, Cecilia stopped her mind from traveling further down this path. She reminded herself that a Duchess dismissing a carpenter was a perfectly ordinary event, and that she must remain calm during whatever discussion they were about to have.

      

      After a brief pause, Cecilia turned to face the Duchess of Huxley, smiling politely.

      

      “Your Grace,” she said calmly, “please tell me your concerns about the wardrobe. I will do my best to ensure that we build a piece that meets all of your needs.”

      

      “Come now, child,” the Duchess was amused by Cecilia’s request. “We both know that I am not here to discuss my wardrobe. It is a wardrobe, it needs to hold my gowns. I trust that you know how to build a wardrobe without significant guidance from me.”

      

      “Yes, Your Grace.” Cecilia said, realizing that it would do no good to say anything further.

      

      “As I am sure you have realized already, I am interested in talking to you about my son, the Marquess of Clive.” The Duchess continued.

      

      Cecilia had known this, of course, but felt that to admit it would be unwise, so she merely looked briefly at the Duchess. She had meant to hold her gaze, but after a few seconds Cecilia looked away, feeling uncomfortable.

      

      “Perhaps you have not paid as much attention to me as you have to my son, Miss Baxter, but I can assure you that I have paid attention to you.”

      

      “Yes, Your Grace.”

      

      “Yes?” the Duchess asked, “What do you mean by saying yes? Yes, you have paid attention to my son, but not to me? Yes, you are aware that I have been paying attention to you?”

      

      “I’m sorry, Your Grace,” Cecilia responded quietly, keeping her eyes on the floor, “I only meant to…to acknowledge your statement, I suppose.”

      

      “Well, I hope that you can speak more plainly going forward. I would like to make sure that we understand one another,” the Duchess said. “Do you think you can do that, Miss Baxter?”

      

      “Yes, Your Grace,” Cecilia said, looking up from the floor and into the Duchess’ face. “I apologize for being unclear before.”

      

      “Thank you, I believe this will spare us quite a bit of time and trouble,” the Duchess said, sounding somewhat less stern.

      

      “Yes, Your Grace,” Cecilia repeated. Why do I suspect that this conversation will involve me saying nothing more than “Yes, Your Grace” several times?

      

      “Good,” said the Duchess, “I appreciate your willingness to be frank with me. Now, I shall be frank with you. I saw the way that my son looked at you after your first meeting with him in the library at our home. At the time I thought little of it. After all, you must realize that you are very pretty. It would be strange, really, if he didn’t appreciate your beauty.”

      

      “Your Grace, I…” Cecilia began.

      

      “Stop.” The Duchess said firmly. “There is no need for modesty, false or otherwise. Whether or not you realize it, the fact of the matter is that you are beautiful, and my son appreciates your beauty.”

      

      Cecilia stared blankly at the Duchess, unsure what she could possibly say to such a statement. She was spared the necessity of thinking of a response, because the Duchess continued to speak.

      

      “When I learned that you had come back to our home to meet with my son and daughter, I realized that his feelings for you were more than simple appreciation of a pretty young face. Until today, I was unsure whether you felt the same way about him.”

      

      “I don’t know what to say, Your Grace,” Cecilia said, attempting to mask the quaver in her voice.

      

      “Now, really, Miss Baxter,” said the Duchess, raising an eyebrow, “I thought that we had agreed to be frank with one another.”

      

      She paused, as though to allow Cecilia to respond to this. Cecilia could think of nothing to say, however, and merely looked at the floor.

      

      “Well, that is quite disappointing. But, in truth you need not say anything. I can see it on your face that you are infatuated with my son. I suppose I cannot blame you—he will be the next Duke of Huxley, he is handsome, well mannered, and well educated. What young lady would not have feelings for him? Don’t you agree, Miss Baxter?”

      

      “I…” Cecilia began, and then after hesitating for a moment, she decided that telling the truth could hardly make the situation any worse.

      

      “Yes, Your Grace.”

      

      “There we go, honesty really is the best policy, don’t you think?” the Duchess asked.

      

      “Yes, Your Grace,” Cecilia said, once again looking down at the floor.

      

      “All right,” said the Duchess, looking satisfied, “we are now in agreement that you and my son share a certain degree of affection for one another. I do not know if this is something that you have discussed nor does it matter.”

      

      Cecilia looked up at these words, surprised to hear the Duchess say that it did not matter whether she and Nicholas had spoken of their feelings.

      

      As though she could read Cecilia’s thoughts, the Duchess continued, “It does not matter, because my son will marry Lady Annette, regardless of anything that he may or may not have said to the contrary. You must know that you are not fit to be the next Duchess of Huxley.”

      

      Cecilia looked up at the Duchess and saw very clearly that she could never compare to this woman or fill her role. But perhaps Huxley could have a different sort of Duchess in the future.

      

      “Your Grace?” Cecilia asked, “Have you discussed this with the Marquess of Clive?”

      

      “That is really none of your business, Miss Baxter,” she sounded stern.

      

      I suppose that means that she has not spoken to him. Cecilia felt a glimmer of hope at this realization. The Duchess was here of her own accord—Nicholas was not aware of this meeting, and I am quite certain that he would not approve.

      

      “It may not be any of my business, Your Grace,” Cecilia said, as politely as she could manage, “but surely you must agree that it is the Marquess of Clive’s business.”

      

      “The Marquess of Clive,” said the Duchess with a new edge to her voice now, “is my son, Miss Baxter. I know him far better than you ever will. He is well educated and intelligent, but unfortunately prone to romantic thinking. No doubt he finds the idea of marrying a carpenter’s daughter compelling, but I assure you he has not considered the consequences of such a decision.”

      

      “You believe him to be naïve and impulsive, Your Grace?” Cecilia asked.

      

      “Don’t be absurd, Miss Baxter,” the Duchess snapped. “He is a man. Of course, he is naïve and impulsive. But he has responsibilities to his family, and to his country. He will come into his peerage when my husband dies, and then he will have an opportunity to do some real good in the House of Lords.”

      

      “And you believe that it is his responsibility to his family and his country to marry Lady Annette?” Cecilia asked, skeptically.

      

      “Of course, it is his responsibility to marry her. Or someone like her. It is certainly not in line with his responsibilities to marry someone like you,” the Duchess said, icily. “And while he may have some romantic notions where you are concerned, he will ultimately fulfill his responsibilities.”

      

      Cecilia looked up once again, studying the Duchess’ face. Perhaps she is right. Nicholas is a conscientious person; it would be unlike him to shirk his responsibilities. She looked away again, pressure mounting behind her eyes, and willed herself not to cry.

      

      “I can see that I’ve upset you, Miss Baxter,” said the Duchess. “I assure you that was not my intention. I merely wish to protect my son and his future. And in truth, I am protecting you as well. Any association with my son will only ruin your reputation, surely you can see that?”

      

      “Yes, Your Grace,” she said quietly, still looking down at the floor.

      

      “I’m glad that we understand one another, Miss Baxter,” said the Duchess, “I will show myself out.”

      

      And with that the Duchess swept out of the workshop, leaving Cecilia alone to compose herself before her father returned to his work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicholas was enjoying his walk through the garden at the Earl of Leicester’s estate. The Earl was currently in residence, so his visit had begun with a formal introduction between the Earl and the Marquess. They had spoken for several minutes about their mutual acquaintances. Nicholas’ father and the Earl of Leicester were colleagues in the House of Lords, so they knew several people in common.

      

      The Earl had not said as much, at least not in blatant terms, but it was quite clear that he felt Nicholas would be an ideal match for his daughter. Nicholas felt a slight pang of guilt at this realization, for of course, he had no intention of marrying Lady Annette. Of course, she has no interest in marrying me either, so the Earl is bound to be disappointed.

      

      Their interview had lasted about a quarter of an hour, at which time, the Earl had excused himself. Lady Annette’s maid had remained in the parlor with them as a chaperone, and sat in silence while Lady Annette played the piano. Now she walked several feet behind them, while Nicholas and Lady Annette strolled side by side.

      

      Lady Annette shivered slightly as they walked through the brisk, autumn air.

      

      “Are you chilly, My Lady?” Nicholas asked, “May I offer you my coat to keep you warm?”

      

      “How chivalrous of you, my Lord!” Lady Annette replied, laughing. “In truth, I do feel a chill, and would be quite thankful for your coat, if you can spare it. My father will be delighted if he looks out of the window and sees that you have offered it to me.”

      “I shall be sorry to disappoint your father,” Nicholas said. “But I do hope to formally propose to Cecilia in a few weeks, after Isobel’s debut, and then this illusion shall be broken.”

      

      “Hmm…” said Lady Annette, smiling ruefully. “I suppose he will just have to survive. No doubt his disappointment will be nothing when compared to your mother’s!”

      

      “I shudder to think of my mother’s reaction to the news,” Nicholas said with a grimace. “Though I suppose she shall have no choice but to accept it.”

      

      “Oh,” said Lady Annette, feigning puzzlement. “I doubt that the Duchess of Huxley ever has ‘no choice but to accept’ anything!”

      

      Nicholas laughed at this, but could not deny the truth of it. My mother is quite a formidable person in her way, though she is always proper in her approach.

      

      “I suppose you will have to find a way to convince her to come around to your way of thinking,” Lady Annette said. “If Miss Baxter is as charming as you say, no doubt the Duchess will understand why you like her so much.”

      

      “Perhaps,” Nicholas said, slowly. He was skeptical of this, but did not wish to say so out loud.

      

      They continued to walk in companionable silence for several minutes, Lady Annette’s maid following behind them.

      

      As they passed beneath a large oak tree, the butler walked out into the grounds to address the pair that were walking.

      “Her Grace, the Duchess of Huxley has arrived,” he announced. “She is waiting for you in the parlor.”

      

      “Thank you, Jones,” Lady Annette said. “Come My Lord, let us not keep your mother waiting too long!”

      

      The pair walked back to the house, side by side, with Lady Annette still wearing Nicholas’ coat. When they entered the drawing room, the Duchess was sitting on the couch, sipping tea from a delicate china cup. She smiled at Nicholas and Lady Annette as they entered the room.

      

      “Have you had a nice walk in the garden?” she tried to make conversation.  “It is a lovely day for it.”

      

      “We have, Your Grace,” Lady Annette said with a smile, “the air is quite lovely.”

      

      “Yes, we’ve been having such lovely weather, recently. But it seems that you must have taken a chill, My Lady,” the Duchess remarked, looking pointedly at Nicholas’ coat, which Lady Annette was still wearing.

      

      “Yes, your Grace, there was a bit of a breeze, and Lord Clive was kind enough to offer me his coat when he saw that I was beginning to shiver,” she said with a smile, “he is quite chivalrous.”

      

      “Indeed he is,” said the Duchess, with a genuine smile for her son.

      

      “You are both too kind!” Nicholas said, with a smile for his mother and Lady Annette.
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        * * *

      

      Nicholas sat opposite his mother in the carriage on the way home from the Duke of Leicester’s estate. He was still frustrated that the Duchess had insisted on this visit, as though he were still a child whom she could command. But the visit had not been unpleasant, and he felt that it would do no good to be short with her.

      

      “How was your visit to the carpenter’s shop?” he asked, wondering to himself if Cecilia had been present.

      

      “It was quite illuminating,” the Duchess replied.

      

      “Illuminating?” he became intrigued by this description.

      

      “Yes, illuminating,” she repeated, looking him directly in the eye. “I spoke with Miss Baxter about her recent visit to the estate.”

      

      Nicholas was caught off guard by this statement and stared at his mother with his mouth slightly open momentarily before responding.

      

      “All right,” Nicholas said, determined to keep his voice as calm and even as possible. “What did Miss Baxter tell you of our meeting.”

      

      “Oh, nothing very exciting,” said the Duchess with a coy smile. “She told me that you met each other in town, by chance, and you invited her to the estate to meet Isobel and discuss the library bookcase with her. She had no good explanation for why Isobel should want to discuss such a thing, but I suppose Isobel does take up peculiar fancies from time to time.”

      

      Nicholas breathed a sigh of relief at this. She does not know about the passageway nor about the conversation that Cecilia and I had about our feelings for one another.

      

      “As I said,” the Duchess continued, “she did not say much of interest. No, it was what she did not say that I found particularly intriguing.”

      

      “And what, exactly, does that mean, Mother?” Nicholas’ voice was a mixture of frustration and fear.

      

      “Well, for example,” the Duchess began, “I asked her if you had spoken to her about your…shall we say, infatuation? And she said nothing. Surely if the answer was no, she would simply have said so.”

      

      “But how…?” Nicholas began to ask.

      

      “How did I know that you were smitten by her?” The Duchess asked. “Oh, Nicholas, I am your mother, I know you better than anyone. Perhaps even better than yourself.”

      

      “I think that’s a bit of an overstatement, Mother.”

      

      “Do you?” the Duchess asked, seemingly unconcerned by this assessment. “Miss Baxter is very pretty. Frankly I would be surprised if you had not shown at least some interest in her. But inviting her to the estate? That really was not proper.”

      

      “Mother,” Nicholas attempted to sound baffled by her suggestion, “it is exactly as she said. We met by chance in town. I knew that Isobel was curious about the process of designing and constructing a bookcase, so I asked Cecilia to come and meet with her to explain it.”

      

      “Cecilia?” The Duchess asked, sounding scandalized.

      

      Nicholas cursed himself silently. How could I have been so stupid? What could I possibly say to convince her that there is no romantic feeling between us?

      

      “Miss Baxter. Obviously, I meant to say Miss Baxter, not Cecilia.” Nicholas stammered as he spoke.

      

      “Yes, dear, of course, you did,” the Duchess said, sounding sympathetic now. “But the fact remains that you said Cecilia. Which confirms to me that, not only do you have romantic feelings for her, but you must have reason to believe that those feelings are returned.”

      

      “And if I do?” Nicholas asked, his voice rising with every word. “What then? What if I have romantic feelings for Miss Baxter, and reason to believe that those feelings are returned? What then, Mother?”

      

      “Then you are being ridiculous,” said the Duchess, her voice as calm as her son’s was loud, “not to mention extremely selfish. You will be the next Duke of Huxley. You have responsibilities to uphold!”

      

      “Oh, believe me, Mother, I am well aware of my responsibility to produce an heir for the Dukedom. I see no reason why that responsibility cannot be met with Miss Baxter as my wife.”

      

      “Your wife,” said the Duchess, her voice dangerously quiet, “will be the Duchess of Huxley. She will need more qualifications than the ability to bear children.”

      

      It was clear to Nicholas that he could not win this argument. I shall have to speak to her again later, when we are both calmer. He turned away from his mother and looked out the window for the remainder of the journey home. His mind raced as the countryside sped by, filled with thoughts of Cecilia.

      

      Nicholas spent most of the journey home replaying his stolen kiss with Cecilia in the library. Her lips were a beautiful, berry red color, and they had been warm and soft against his own. He imagined kissing them again—not quickly this time, but slowly and sensually.

      

      He imagined pressing her warm body against his own and kissing her deeply, possessively. In his mind, Cecilia responded eagerly to his touch, opening her mouth to his. He imagined a low moan escaping her as she pressed her body eagerly against his.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, Cecilia sat down to dinner with her father and Archie. Mrs. Williams had prepared shepherd’s pie, which was usually one of Cecilia’s favorite dishes, but tonight she was not hungry. In an effort to spare Mrs. Williams’ feelings, she ate a few bites of her dinner without really tasting them.

      

      Her father and Archie were discussing the supplies that Archie had purchased in town earlier that day.

      

      “We were quite lucky that Cecilia was able to negotiate a discount on the supplies with the blacksmith,” Archie was saying. “We should have enough nails and brackets to complete this whole project now without further stretching the budget.”

      

      “Excellent work, Cece!” Her father said, smiling at her.

      

      Cecilia looked up from her plate and tried to smile back at him. She knew that her anxiety likely showed on her face, but she tried her best to hide it. Her father seemed not to notice, but Archie looked at her with a worried expression.

      

      “Is everything all right, Cecilia?” Archie asked her, sounding concerned.

      

      “Yes, quite all right!” she said in a falsely-bright voice. “I’m quite tired, is all. I think that I shall go up to bed shortly.”

      

      “All right,” Archie said, still sounding concerned, “I hope you feel more rested in the morning.”

      

      “Thank you, Archie, I’m sure that I will,” she said. “Good night, Mrs. Williams, good night, Papa.”
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        * * *

      

      Cecilia maintained her composure until she had made it to the bed room and closed the door. As soon as the door had closed, she threw herself down on her bed and began to cry. She took care to muffle her sobs so that no one would be able to hear her from outside of her room.

      

      When she finally calmed down, Cecilia was unsure how much time had passed. There were still several inches of candle remaining, and she knew that she would not be able to sleep if she closed her eyes now.

      

      Cecilia stood up from the bed, wiping the tears from her face. She walked to her writing desk and removed paper, quill and ink.

      

      Dear Mama,

      

      Last week I was the happiest I had ever been after my meeting with Nicholas. We revealed our feelings to one another and spoke of the future, of marriage! Something I never expected or even wanted, but now I find that the thought of losing the possibility fills me with dread.

      

      Since my meeting with Nicholas I have thought of little else. I have focused on my work as much as possible to ensure that it was done properly, but every spare moment has been devoted to thoughts of Nicholas—to the memory of the kiss we shared. I know that it was improper of us to kiss, but I did not care. My heart races at the very thought of it.

      

      I suppose it would be quite strange to share any more details of that encounter with my mother. As I understand it, mothers are typically not eager to know the details of their daughters’ romantic lives. But I do wish that you were here to discuss it with me.

      

      The Duchess came to the shop today. She had pieced the story together somehow, and knew that Nicholas and I have fallen in love. She will never approve of our union, and she insists that Nicholas will marry the daughter of the Earl of Leicester.

      

      I do not wish to believe it, but I fear that she is right. I am not fit to be the wife of a Marquess. How can I ever hope to be a Duchess? I am the daughter of a carpenter! And I love Papa, and I love my work. This is what I will do for the rest of my life, and it is not right that I should expect or hope for anything more.

      

      I do not know when I shall see Nicholas next, but I must tell him that this cannot continue. It has been merely a fantasy for both of us. The sooner we can both recognize that, the happier we will be.

      

      Your Loving Daughter,

      Cece

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      Two days had passed before Nicholas was prepared to speak to his mother. He had taken his meals in silence, with Isobel filling the gaps in conversation, but he knew that this could not go on any longer.

      

      Nicholas knocked on the door of his mother’s study, and walked inside when he heard her say “enter.”

      

      “Mother,” his voice took on a formal tone, “may I speak to you?”

      

      “Of course, Nicholas,” his mother said, “please come in and sit. You can always speak to me about anything.”

      

      “Can I?” he asked, and then thinking better of it, he continued, “I’m sorry, please do not answer that, I know that I can speak to you about anything. But today I want to speak to you about Miss Baxter, and I understand that you are not likely to be pleased by the subject matter.”

      

      The Duchess sighed deeply, and gestured to indicate that Nicholas should continue.

      

      “I know that you do not approve of a romance with Miss Baxter, but I love her, Mother.”

      

      “Oh, Nicholas, I’m sure that you believe that.” Her voice sounded almost pitying.

      

      “Of course, I believe it!” Nicholas said, allowing his frustration to show. “I believe it, because it is true!”

      

      “All right,” said the Duchess, that note of pity still in her voice. “You love her. I understand, she is quite beautiful, but beauty is not the only consideration.”

      

      “I know all of this, Mother,” Nicholas said through gritted teeth. “You have made your views of the matter very plain. But I must assure you that I do not love Miss Baxter solely for her considerable beauty. She is also kind, and clever, and passionate.”

      

      “And those are all very fine qualities for a person to possess,” his mother replied, “but I fail to see what any of this has to do with her suitability to be your wife.”

      

      “You are right, Mother, the only thing that makes her truly qualified to be my wife, is that I have fallen in love with her, and she with me,” Nicholas said, his voice quiet. “But kindness, cleverness, and passion, will make her an excellent Duchess when the time eventually comes.”

      

      “Nicholas,” his mother replied, sounding exasperated, “it is not my wish to fight with you. Especially not right now when we are preparing for Isobel’s debut. Can we please place any decisions about this on hold until after that, at least?”

      

      Nicholas sighed deeply. “You should know, Mother, that I am not apt to change my mind on this matter, but yes, we can postpone any official announcement until after Isobel’s debut. In fact, I had planned to wait until then to speak to you anyway.”

      

      “But you failed to be discreet, and I realized what was happening earlier than you had planned”

      

      “Yes, because you are extremely clever, just like Miss Baxter.”

      

      With these words, Nicholas stood up, straightened his neck cloth, and walked to the door. Before leaving, he turned to his mother and said, “Cleverness is a highly important quality in a Duchess.”

      

      He thought that he saw a hint of a smile flicker across his mother’s lips at these words, but a second later is was gone, and Nicholas wondered whether it had ever been there at all.
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        * * *

      

      Cecilia stifled a yawn. She had slept fitfully after her meeting with the Duchess of Huxley, and had quit her bed well before the sun had made an appearance in the sky. At the time her mind had raced with thoughts of Nicholas and her future, or rather lack thereof, with him. Now that she needed to be alert and focused on her work, her mind was tired and sluggish.

      

      What a cruel joke that our minds act of their own accord and refuse to follow our directions. Surely it is easier for animals who merely follow their instincts.

      

      Willing herself to focus, Cecilia turned her attention to the panels she had cut and was now sanding. These would become the bookcase that had started all of this trouble. If not for this bookcase, I would never have met Nicholas.

      

      In spite of the difficulty she now faced with the Duchess, in spite of the pain of her broken heart, Cecilia could not bring herself to regret the task she had been assigned. It was an intriguing problem that had occupied her mind in a way she enjoyed. But even more importantly than that, it had led her to Nicholas, and although she knew that they could not be together, she felt joy at the thought of him in addition to the pain of losing him.

      

      “Is everything all right, Cecilia?” Archie asked her from across the room.

      

      “Oh,” she said, surprised to be spoken to while working, “I’m fine, Archie, why do you ask?”

      

      “You’re awfully quiet this morning,” he said, sounding concerned, “you seem tired.”

      

      “I suppose I am tired, I didn’t sleep very well last night,” she admitted, turning to face Archie.

      

      His face showed genuine worry for her wellbeing. Archie pulled up a bench and gestured for Cecilia to sit down. When she did, he asked, “Does this have anything to do with the Duchess’ visit yesterday?”

      

      “How do you know that the Duchess was here yesterday?” Cecilia asked, confused because Archie had not been present for the encounter.

      

      “Your father told me that she had been here to discuss some details of her wardrobe with you,” he said. “I know that she can be quite intimidating, so I wondered if she had made you upset.”

      

      Cecilia paused for a moment, unsure of what to say. Archie had always supported her, and she trusted him to keep her confidence. And, after all, there is little to tell since it is clear that the engagement cannot proceed.

      

      “She asked Papa to leave the workshop so that she could discuss her wardrobe with me, but that was only a pretense,” Cecilia began. “In fact, she wanted to discuss her son.”

      

      “She wanted to discuss the Marquess of Clive? Why?”

      

      “Oh Archie, isn’t it obvious?” Cecilia asked, not wanting to say the words aloud.

      

      “Did she learn of your feelings for one another? How could she have?”

      

      “I suppose we were not as discreet as we ought to have been. She noticed us talking in the workshop when the Marquess came with her for a visit, and then the servants told her that I came to the manor. I suppose she just pieced it together from there.”

      

      As she spoke, Cecilia felt the familiar pressure building behind her eyes. She willed herself not to shed a tear. Archie had not seen her cry since she was a little girl. He had been kind to her then, but she still worried that he would think her weak if it happened now.

      

      “I am sorry, Cecilia” Archie said quietly, sitting down next to her.

      

      “It is not your fault,” she replied, stoically.

      

      Archie gave a small smile, “That is true, but I am still sorry this has happened.”

      

      “Thank you, Archie,” Cecilia said. She returned his smile with her own, though sadness still lingered in her eyes.

      

      “What did the Duchess of Huxley actually say to you?” Archie asked, and then quickly added, “If you would not mind telling me.”

      

      “Oh, I suppose I might as well,” Cecilia said with a sigh. “Nothing she said will come as a surprise to you, I am sure. She said that I am not fit to be the Marquess’ wife—that I will never be fit to be a Duchess. She said that he must marry someone called Lady Annette, the daughter of an Earl, and that is the only way for him to fulfill his obligations to his family and his country.”

      

      “Well, I think she has rather a high opinion of her son’s importance to the country. And more importantly, I think she is very wrong about you.”

      

      “What do you mean, Archie?”

      

      “Cecilia, you are fit to do absolutely anything that you hope to do. If you hope to be a Duchess, then you are fit to be a Duchess.”

      

      Cecilia merely laughed at this. She appreciated Archie’s belief in her abilities, but the more she had thought about her meeting with the current Duchess, the more she had come to accept that she could not fill the role.

      

      “The question is, do you want to be a Duchess?” Archie went on. “In truth, I can’t see why anyone would want to. It seems dreadfully dull, if you ask me.”

      

      “Well, being a Duchess isn’t really the point,” Cecilia replied, “if I were to marry the Marquess, it would be because I love him, not because of a title I might someday acquire.”

      

      “In that case,” Archie said firmly, “it is not a question of your worthiness to be a Duchess, nor of your worthiness to marry the Marquess of Clive. You are perfectly worthy of both of those things, if you desire them.”

      

      “You flatter me,” Cecilia began to say, but Archie continued talking.

      

      “It is a question, rather, of whether the Marquess of Clive is worthy of marrying you.”

      

      At this, Cecilia smiled in truth and began to laugh in earnest. Is the Marquess of Clive worthy of marrying me? Is he worthy of marrying a carpenter’s daughter? He is obviously worthy of much more than that!

      

      “What is so funny?” His tone was playful, and he began to laugh as well.

      

      Between giggles, Cecilia managed to say “Oh, Archie, you do know how to make me feel better! Thank you for that!”

      

      Archie smiled at Cecilia, stood up from the bench, and made an ostentatious mock bow to her, “My Lady,” he said in a fair imitation of an aristocratic accent, “would you do me the honor of returning to work with me?”

      

      Cecilia continued to laugh, stood from the bench and made a deep mock curtsey before returning to her work bench.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicholas sat, brooding, in the drawing room. He could not decide what he ought to do next. He could not stop thinking about Cecilia, and he could not imagine spending his life with anyone else. I shall marry her, whether Mother approves of it or not.

      

      He was trying to decide whether he should go to see Cecilia right away, or wait a few days to let his mother’s temper cool. As he considered the possibilities, the butler entered the drawing room and announced “Lady Annette has come to see you, My Lord. Shall I show her in?”

      

      Nicholas looked up in surprise, “Yes, thank you Campbell.”

      

      “She requested to see Lady Isobel as well, shall I go and fetch her?”

      

      “Oh,” Nicholas said, intrigued by this request, “certainly. And please have some tea sent in as well.”

      

      Campbell left the room, and Nicholas wondered what the purpose of this meeting could possibly be. A moment later, Lady Annette entered the drawing room with her maid.

      

      “Lady Annette!” Nicholas said. “This is a pleasant surprise. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      

      “You have been so kind as to call on me twice, now, My Lord,” she replied. “I merely thought I should return the favor. And I hoped to see Lady Isobel as well, it has been quite some time since we last met.”

      

      Nicholas smiled at Lady Annette and invited her to take a seat in the drawing room. They did not have to wait long before Lady Isobel entered the room, and the tea arrived shortly thereafter.

      

      “Lady Annette, how lovely to see you again!” Lady Isobel said, upon entering the room. “Now that all three of us are here, perhaps your maid would like to go to the kitchen and have some refreshment there?”

      

      Lady Annette exchanged a brief look with Lady Isobel, that seemed to Nicholas to be filled with silent understanding. “Yes, of course. Johnson, why don’t you do as Lady Isobel suggests and go to the kitchen?”

      

      “Yes, My Lady.” The maid quietly curtsied and left the room.

      

      “Why do I have the feeling that the two of you planned this meeting in advance?” Nicholas asked, arching his eyebrow.

      

      Lady Annette gave him a coy smile, and his sister said, “Oh, I suppose I never could fool you.”

      

      “What, exactly, is happening here?” Nicholas could only wonder what the two ladies were up to.

      

      “Well, My Lord,” said Lady Annette, looking from him to Lady Isobel, “as it turns out, your sister and I have not seen one another for some time, but we have been regular correspondents for many years now.”

      

      Nicholas looked back and forth between his sister and Lady Annette, feeling utterly confused.

      

      “All right,” he said, “I still don’t see how that explains this meeting. What does your regular correspondence have to do with me?”

      

      Lady Isobel rolled her eyes at her brother and addressed Lady Annette, “Of course, he assumes that our correspondence has to do with him!” she said, with a note of sarcasm in her voice.

      

      “Well, in this case, he is not wrong, My Lady,” Lady Annette replied.

      

      Lady Annette sighed, but agreed with her friend. “Yes, in this particular case, he is not wrong.”

      

      “Will one of you please explain to me what is happening?” Nicholas’ confusion and frustration caused him to raise his voice higher than was strictly proper.

      

      “Lady Isobel and I share an interest in the topic of medicine and herbal remedies, My Lord,” said Lady Annette. “In fact, we have both contrived to meet with the midwife and apothecary to learn more about these subjects.”

      

      “I see,” said Nicholas, although he still could not see why he was required at a meeting between the two young ladies.

      

      “In the past, we have shared our learning with one another, and asked each other questions about these topics.” Lady Isobel continued the explanation, “Over time, we developed a close friendship and began to discuss various matters relating to our personal lives and families.”

      

      Nicholas was beginning to understand why the two young ladies might discuss him in their letters, though he did not much care for the idea of it. What have they said in their letters? What if those letters should be discovered?

      

      “So, you’ve been discussing me in your letters, have you?” Nicholas asked. “I still do not see why an in-person meeting between all three of us was necessary.”

      

      Lady Isobel made a noise of frustration in the back of her throat and was about to speak, when Lady Annette put up a hand to stop her.

      

      “I understand that this is all something of a shock, My Lord,” Lady Annette said, kindly. “Please allow us to speak freely, and I assure you that we will explain everything. It will be much easier if you do not interrupt.”

      

      Nicholas stared at both of the ladies in the room, nonplussed. He took two deep breaths to steady himself, and then sat down and nodded to indicate that they should continue to explain themselves.

      

      “Your sister is aware of the agreement that you and I made, to allow our parents to believe that there was a possibility that we might marry. She has known for quite some time that I have no interest in marriage, and I gather that you have told her of your interest in marrying the carpenter’s daughter?”

      

      Nicholas merely nodded at these words.

      

      Lady Isobel began to speak then, “When you told me of your arrangement with Lady Annette, I wrote to her at once to make sure that she would not be hurt.”

      

      “Why should you worry about that?” Nicholas asked in genuine surprise.

      

      “No interruptions, please!” Lady Isobel said in a stern voice that reminded him of their mother. “I worried that Lady Annette might develop feelings for you that you would not reciprocate. And I worried that even if nothing untoward happened, her reputation might be damaged.”

      

      “As it happens, your sister had no need to worry for my sake,” Lady Annette added. “I’m sure that many young ladies find you quite charming, but I assured Lady Isobel that my feelings for you are entirely platonic. And as to my reputation, I would prefer that it not be ruined, but I believe we have been careful enough in that regard. And since I have no interest in marriage, it is not of the highest importance to me.”

      

      “I was, of course, relieved to learn all of this,” Lady Isobel continued. “Lady Annette is my dearest friend. Although we do not see each other often, we have become quite close, and I would be quite cross with you if you were to hurt her.”

      

      “Well, I’m glad you are satisfied that I am not the sort of gentleman who ruins the reputations of well-born young ladies,” Nicholas said sarcastically.

      

      “I am,” Lady Isobel, refused to show any sign that she had understood his sarcastic tone.

      

      “As we continued to discuss the situation, I became concerned for your welfare, My Lord,” said Lady Annette.

      

      “My welfare?” Nicholas asked, bemused. “Why should you worry about my welfare?”

      

      “Lady Isobel tells me that you pine for Miss Baxter, and speak of nothing and no one else,” Lady Annette said, sounding genuinely concerned. “I must admit I was surprised when I read this in her letter, you have always been cheerful enough during your visits at Leicester.”

      

      Nicholas scowled at his sister before answering Lady Annette. What business is it of hers to tell her friends that I pine for Cecilia?

      

      “Well I must agree with you on one point, Lady Annette,” he said with a slight edge to his voice. “I have been cheerful enough during my visits at Leicester. My sister is prone to exaggerate—you really should not take her accusations seriously.”

      

      Lady Isobel looked wounded at his words. “It is not an accusation; it is a very real concern. All I want is for you, my beloved brother, to be happy. It is clear to me that you are not, and so I sought the advice of a friend about how best to help you.”

      

      “It is true, My Lord,” Lady Annette added. “Lady Isobel wrote to me purely out of concern for your wellbeing and asked me here today so that we might both offer you our support.”

      

      “All right then,” Nicholas could see that they would not be deterred. “What do you propose to do, to ensure my happiness?”

      

      “My Lord,” said Lady Annette, “it is not a question of what we will do, but what you must do. You must go to Miss Baxter and propose to her. You must not delay!”

      

      “Lady Annette is right,” agreed Lady Isobel.

      

      “I must admit that the idea is appealing,” said Nicholas, “but why do you say that I must not delay? I had planned to wait until after your debut, in hopes that Mother would be less inclined to object.”

      

      Lady Isobel looked at her brother kindly.

      

      “I understand,” she said. “I had thought that might help as well, but now I see that you cannot remain in this state of mind for several more weeks.”

      

      “And now that I see you in your home environment, I quite agree with your sister!” added Lady Annette.

      

      “Well, the two of you seem to have decided the matter,” Nicholas said, allowing himself a slight laugh at their presumptuousness. “But this does not solve the problem of Mother’s objection to the idea.”

      

      “Waiting until after my debut will not solve the problem, either,” Lady Isobel said, sounding quite certain of her own assessment. “But you will make it clear to our Mother that Miss Baxter is the only person in the world with whom you can be happy. And I shall tell her the same thing, and she will not have the time or the energy to thwart you, because she will be too focused on my debut.”

      

      “I suppose you do make a good point,” Nicholas conceded, “at least as far as Mother’s preoccupation with your debut.”

      

      “Good,” said Lady Isobel, “then it is settled. You must leave now by the passageway in the library, and go to Miss Baxter. I understand that Mother went to see her recently, and no doubt, she frightened the poor girl. Go and comfort her!”
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        * * *

      

      The passageway was wider than Nicholas has initially expected. The entrance was narrow, just wide enough for him to squeeze through, but two people could have walked side by side once inside. It was entirely enclosed with no natural light, but iron brackets on the wall held torches at regular intervals.

      

      Nicholas carried a taper candle, which flickered and cast strange shadows as he walked.  He had not bothered to light the torches, as he would only be here for a few minutes, but when they were lit he could see that they would cast plenty of light to illuminate the whole passage.

      

      After just a few minutes of walking, Nicholas emerged from the passage into the garden, and walked across the grounds to the stable. As the groom saddled his horse, Nicholas paced in the yard in front of the stable, imagining what he would say to Cecilia. Mother will have frightened her—I shall have to reassure her that Mother will come around to the idea, but how?

      

      As he imagined their conversation, Nicholas could not help but imagine them alone together. Perhaps she would be alone at the house when he arrived. Perhaps they would share another kiss once he had convinced her that a future together was possible.

      

      Nicholas was lost in thoughts of his lips traveling from Cecilia’s mouth, to her smooth neck, and down to her beautiful throat. He imagined that her creamy, white skin would feel like silk, and his heart began to race. Nicholas imagined reaching beneath her gown and licked his lips without realizing it.
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      Cecilia sat at the kitchen table, sketching a design for a wardrobe. She had already completed the plans for the Duchess’ wardrobe and begun its production. This sketch was not something she intended to build, or at least not any time in the near future. She enjoyed creating sketches of ideal pieces—things she might like to have in her own home someday.

      

      Imagining the home she might one day have, inevitably led to imagining the husband with whom she might share that home. The husband with whom she would share the bed she had designed.

      

      She began to think about Nicholas. Not Nicholas, the Marquess of Clive. I was a fool to think that I could ever call him Nicholas.

      

      Cecilia gazed into the distance and a smile played across her lips as she considered the idea of sharing her bed. There was no one she could imagine doing such a thing with—no one but the Marquess of Clive.

      

      Perhaps because of this thought, she imagined that she heard hoofbeats in the distance, and that the Marquess was approaching. Don’t be a fool, Cece, the Marquess is not going to appear at your house just because he is on your mind.

      

      Cecilia took a deep breath to steady her nerves to and bring her mind back to reality. But when she looked up again, through the window she saw a man approaching on horseback. From a distance she could see that he was tall and had auburn hair. He rode quickly, and his long frame was graceful in the saddle.

      

      Cecilia knew instantly that it was the Marquess of Clive, but could hardly believe it to be true. Why would he come here after his mother has made it perfectly clear that no future can exist between us?

      

      Cecilia tried her best not to care that the Marquess of Clive was quickly approaching her home, but found that she could not stop herself. She reached up with her hands to smooth her hair, tucking a stubborn strand behind her ear. Nervously she straightened her skirts, and then tucked the sketch on which she had been working out of sight.

      

      After a moment, there was a knock on the front door and Cecilia went to open it. She was not surprised to see the Marquess of Clive standing on her doorstep, his horse tied up in the yard, but her breath caught in her chest nevertheless.

      

      “My Lord,” she said, curtseying deeply and keeping her eyes pointed downward. “We did not expect to see you today.”

      

      “I did not expect to come, but my sister insisted that I must,” he replied with a sheepish grin.

      

      “Please come in, My Lord,” Cecilia stepped back from the doorway to allow him to enter. She felt a shiver travel up her spine as he walked past her, his body mere inches from her own.

      

      “Thank you…Miss Baxter?” the Marques sounded  somewhat confused, “I must confess that I am disappointed that we have returned to addressing one another so formally.”

      

      “I am sorry to disappoint you, My Lord,” Cecilia kept her eyes cast down to the floor. “But I realize now that it is highly inappropriate for us to call each other by our given names.”

      

      “And why is that?” the Marquess asked. Cecilia thought that he was being deliberately obtuse.

      

      “Because,” she said, now with a slight edge to her voice, “your Mother came to call, and she made it perfectly clear that there is no possibility of a future between you and me. And of course, she is right, I was a fool not to have seen it from the start!”

      

      “No,” the Marquess said, firmly, “she was a fool to think that she could keep us apart.”

      

      “She told me that you intend to marry someone called Lady Annette, the daughter of an Earl,” Cecilia tried to keep her voice steady and calm. “Congratulations, My Lord.”

      

      “I shall not marry Lady Annette,” he said firmly. “She is merely a friend of my family. She has no interest in marrying me or anyone else.”

      

      “And have you any interest in marrying her?” Cecilia asked.

      

      “I do not,” the Marquess replied. “She lacks one crucial quality that my bride must possess.”

      

      “And what is that, My Lord?” Cecilia asked, intrigued.

      

      “She is not you,” he simply replied.

      

      Upon hearing these words, Cecilia looked up, and when her eyes met his, she could no longer doubt that he meant every word he said.

      

      “My Lord?” she hesitated, “Nicholas? Do you truly mean that? Even if your mother would hate you for it, you would still wish to marry me?”

      

      “My Mother would not hate me for long.” His confidence in this assessment was too strong to shake. “But yes, even if she would hate me for the rest of my life, marrying you would make me the luckiest royal in the world. I have fallen in love with you, Cecilia.”

      

      “Nicholas, I feel the same for you.” Her heart pounded like the swinging of a hammer on a beam of wood.  Each strike on the nail exciting waves of vibrations through ever fiber running from one end to the other. She felt the contraction of each heart beat throbbing  in her most sensitive areas until her cheeks began to burn.

      

      One look at Nicholas’ face told her that she need not be embarrassed that she was blushing. Nicholas’ cheeks were becoming darker as well, and his eyes betrayed his desire for her.

      

      Nicholas took a step closer to Cecilia, and she could feel the heat rising from his body, enveloping her in a comfortable warmth. She longed to be even closer together with their bodies pressing against one another.

      

      Nicholas took another step closer—they were now mere inches apart. Cecilia was not sure whether to thank the heavens or curse them for bringing Nicholas here at one of the rare moments when she was home alone. It was not proper for them to be alone together. If anyone should learn of this meeting, my reputation would be damaged beyond repair. And yet, I would not trade this moment for anything in the world.

      

      Once again, Nicholas took a step even closer to Cecilia, until no space existed between their bodies. He leaned down to kiss her, and she inhaled sharply as his lips touched hers. Nicholas began to pull back; he must have thought my gasp was one of displeasure.

      

      Not wanting the kiss to end, Cecilia raised her hands to Nicholas’ face and pulled him closer. His lips were upon hers not as a gentle touch, but a deep, possessive kiss—he was claiming her as his own, and she was happy to be claimed.

      

      His tongue slipped between her lips and she felt him explore the slickness on every surfaces in her mouth. Unconsciously, Cecilia release a small moan of pleasure and heard the Marquess do the same. She felt tension building between her legs unlike anything she had ever felt before.

      

      When the Marquess pulled his lips away from hers, Cecilia felt a pang of regret, but a stronger sensation of desire was building up as his lips caressed along the slope of her neck.  Again, Cecilia moaned, and she felt her pulse quicken. If this goes on for much longer, I really shall ruin my reputation beyond repair!

      

      Cecilia had never regretted anything more than she regretted pulling away from Nicholas’ kisses. But after several minutes she knew that she had no choice. Nicholas was panting with desire, but seemed to understand why she was pulling away.

      

      “I am sorry, Cecilia,” he said, his breathing still ragged as he spoke, “that was very forward of me. Please accept my apology.”

      “There is no need to apologize,” she said with a smile. Her breathing was also heavier than usual as she spoke. “I merely thought we should stop before temptation got the better of us.”

      

      “Of course,” Nicholas said quickly. “I suppose I had better speak to your father before we carry on any further.”

      

      “Yes,” Cecilia said, “I suppose you had. Unfortunately he is not at home at the moment.”

      

      “I don’t know,” said Nicholas, smiling at her with a rather wicked expression, “perhaps it is quite fortunate that he was not home to witness what was happening in his kitchen just a few moments ago.”

      

      Cecilia blushed at these words, but could not help laughing at them as well. She dared not imagine what her father might say if he had walked into the kitchen at the wrong moment.

      

      “I shall return to speak to him in a few days,” Nicholas said, determinedly.

      

      “I am quite sure that he will agree,” Cecilia said, feeling both nervous and excited at the prospect.
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        * * *

      

      Nicholas hardly remembered his journey back to Huxley Manor. His mind had been filled with thoughts of Cecilia the entire time. He replayed every word they had ever spoken to one another, every touch they had ever shared.

      

      Remembering the feeling of her lithe body pressed against his own, he imagined what might happen next time they found themselves alone together. He remembered the feeling of her breasts pressed against his chest, and his hands wrapped around her slim waist. Nicholas looked forward to exploring every inch of her body. He imagined his hands travelling inside of her gown and the sigh that would escape her beautiful lips.

      

      When he returned home, Nicholas found his sister waiting for him in the library.

      

      “You look quite happy, Nick!” she said upon seeing him when he entered the room.

      

      “I am Izzy,” he said with a smile, “I have had the most wonderful meeting with Cecilia. Quite by chance, she was at home alone when I arrived.”

      

      “Scandalous!” replied Lady Isobel, sounding utterly delighted. “I hope there was nothing improper about your meeting.”

      

      “I would prefer not to discuss the particulars with my sister,” he said sternly. “Suffice to say that we had the opportunity to talk frankly with one another, and we agreed that since our feelings for one another aligned, we will not allow Mother’s objections to stop us.”

      

      “Well, I am very happy for you, Nick,” Lady Isobel said, smiling at her elder brother. “I can only hope that I find the same type of passion with my future husband.”

      

      Nicholas wanted his sister to be happy in her future prospects, and he hoped that she would find a husband who would treat her well. Still, he shuddered to think of his baby sister feeling the same type of passion that he and Cecilia had experienced earlier that day. I suppose I had best say nothing on the subject—I doubt that Izzy would appreciate my sentiments on the matter.

      

      “Yes, well, of course, I hope that you will be as happy in your eventual marriage as I expect to be in mine,” he said cautiously, “I suppose I had better speak to Mother soon. And Father, as well, though I doubt he will have such strong objections.”
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        * * *

      

      Nicholas spoke to the Duke and Duchess about his intentions the next day in his father’s study. The Duchess was silent while he explained that he loved Cecilia and would not be deterred from marrying her. Her expression was inscrutable.

      

      “Now, son, I understand that you are quite smitten by the carpenter’s daughter,” the Duke said from behind his desk, “and your mother tells me that she is quite pretty. But are you quite sure that you want to marry her?”

      

      “I am more than smitten, Father, I am in love with her.” Nicholas was becoming exasperated by the need to explain this simple fact over and over again.

      

      “Of course, of course,” his father replied, “and you, er…expect to…still be in love with her in thirty years?”

      

      A glance passed between the Duke and Duchess that Nicholas could not quite read. For the first time in his life, he considered what their relationship to one another might be. Their marriage had been politically and financially beneficial to both families—had that been the only reason for their union? Do they love one another? Did they ever?

      

      “Of course, I expect to still be in love with her in thirty years,” Nicholas said confidently, “why wouldn’t I be?”

      

      “I meant no offense, Nicholas,” his father continued. “I merely meant that life is long, and can be difficult at times. Pretty faces do not always last.”

      

      “It is not only for her pretty face that I love Miss Baxter,” Nicholas interjected. “She is clever, and kind, and determined.”

      

      “Good.” His father said, “She will need to be all of those things if she is to learn to be a Duchess in time. It is not an easy position to fill, even for those born to that station.”

      

      Nicholas looked unbelievingly from his father and then to his mother. He had never had the impression that she found her role hard to fill. Of course, Cecilia will need to learn some particulars of aristocratic life, but it’s not as though she will join the peerage with me. How difficult could it be?

      

      “No doubt you think that being a Duchess is easy,” his father said, seeming to read his mind. “That is because your mother does such a splendid job that she makes it seem that way, but I assure you that she works very hard. Running this household is no small accomplishment, and it is only because she does it so well that I am able to do my job in Parliament.”

      

      Nicholas considered this for a moment, and saw that his mother was smiling at his father in a way he had never seen her do before. He was intrigued by the idea that his father had presented, but of course, it made sense.

      

      “Yes,” Nicholas said after a moment, “I see that being a Duchess is a difficult task. Forgive me, Mother, I never thought much of it, because you make it look effortless. I assure you that Miss Baxter will be able to manage it. She is exceedingly clever and very hard working. You have met her, Mother, don’t you agree?”

      

      The Duchess stared at Nicholas for a moment before speaking. “I can see that it hardly matters whether I agree or not. Clearly, you have made your decision and nothing I say can make you change your mind. And since it is clear that your Father cannot talk sense into you, I suppose I have no choice but to agree to this ridiculous plan.”

      

      “Come now, Matilda,” the Duke said, in a soothing voice. “It’s true that the arrangement is unconventional, but it could certainly be worse. At least we need not worry like the Earl of Leicester.”

      

      The Duchess merely stared at her husband as he spoke. Nicholas paid little attention to the words his father was saying, focusing only on his mother’s face, which seemed to be softening somewhat.

      

      “Hmm…” she said after a moment, “I suppose it could be worse. But you cannot deny that this will cause quite a scandal. Nicholas, you must see that.”

      

      “I do not care about a scandal!” he said firmly.

      

      “Well I do!” his mother said, cuttingly. “I can see that you will cause one regardless of the effect on the rest of the family, so I must ask you one small thing, and I believe that you owe me at least this. Do not make this engagement formal until after Isobel’s debut.”

      

      “What does it matter if the engagement is formalized in a month rather than tomorrow?” Nicholas asked, exasperated.

      

      “It matters,” said the Duchess in a slow and quiet voice, which was much more frightening than a yell, “because your sister’s reputation is at stake as well as your own. Her debut will determine her future prospects, and if everyone is talking about a scandal involving you and some common girl, it will mean they are not focusing on her. If you will not wait for my sake, I am begging you, please do it for Isobel.”

      

      Nicholas understood that he really could hurt Isobel’s prospects by involving the family in a scandal at the time of her debut. “All right, Mother,” he said, “I understand, and I will agree to wait until after Isobel’s debut. But no longer than that.”

      

      “Thank you, Nicholas.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

        

      

    

    
      Cecilia had not planned to tell her father of her meeting with Nicholas. He would not be pleased to learn that they had been alone in the house together, and obviously she could not tell him the details of their interaction without causing quite an uproar. So, she had intended to wait until Nicholas approached her father to discuss an engagement.

      

      However, Cecilia soon learned that this plan would not be possible. Her father had never been particularly skilled at reading people, but even he could hardly fail to notice that his daughter was in an unusually good mood since that day. This was in such stark contrast to her previous melancholy mood that Cecilia supposed she should not have been surprised when he mentioned it to her.

      

      “You seem to be walking on air today, Cece!” he had said over breakfast the following morning.

      

      Cecilia took a moment to answer him. Her thoughts had been focused on her memories of Nicholas’ kiss and left that subject only reluctantly.

      

      “Oh,” Cecilia said, a smile spreading across her face, “I suppose I am in a rather good mood.”

      

      “Is there any particular reason?” her father asked, sounding curious.

      

      Cecilia paused for a moment, and simply said “It’s a beautiful day!” She managed to contain a laugh that threatened to escape as she said this, but it was a very close thing.

      

      Cecilia’s father looked out the window at the gray, rainy morning sky and then looked back at his daughter. It was clear that he did not believe this explanation for her change in attitude.

      

      “Well, I’m not sure I agree with you about the beauty of the day…” he said, skeptically.

      

      “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, Papa!” Cecilia said, standing up to clear her breakfast dishes before walking into the workshop. Her father followed behind her, and they began to work.

      

      Cecilia thought that her father had decided to drop the subject of her change in attitude. He did not mention it again, but from time to time she noticed him watching her more closely than usual. When he saw her noticing, he smiled at her each time.

      

      When Archie arrived at the shop shortly thereafter, he greeted Cecilia and her father with a smile.

      

      “You seem in a good mood, Cecilia” he said, sounding pleased by this observation.

      

      “Yes,” she said, “I suppose that I am.” Cecilia was focused on her work now and could not reveal in memories of kissing Nicholas as she had at breakfast. She hoped this would mean that her voice and demeanor would be a bit steadier.

      

      “Well, I am glad to see you feeling happier,” Archie said, turning to his work bench. “What changed?”

      

      Cecilia stared at Archie for a moment, not sure what to say. She decided it would be safest to simply change the subject. “Were you able to get the supplies we needed in town yesterday?” she asked, nonchalantly.

      

      Archie had gotten the necessary supplies, as she knew he would have. And so they were able to continue their work without much discussion. Both Archie and her father seemed to be watching Cecilia more closely than usual, and she tried hard to ignore them.
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        * * *

      

      That afternoon, as the three carpenters worked, there was a knock on the door to the main house. Cecilia heard this but thought little of it. Mrs. Williams would answer the door and take care of anything that needed to be done.

      

      She was surprised, therefore, when Mrs. Williams entered the workshop followed by a man of about her father’s age. He was dressed in the simple clothing of a merchant, and held his hat in his hands in front of him.

      

      “Mr. Cooper is here to see you, Mr. Baxter.” Mrs. Williams said, once her employer had looked up from his work.”

      

      Cecilia saw a dark look cross her father’s face, and then fade away almost as quickly. What is that about?

      

      “Good day, Mr. Cooper,” her father said sounding falsely cheerful. “What can I do for you today?”

      

      “Mr. Baxter, lovely to see you again,” the man said. Cecilia thought that he sounded somewhat nervous. “I had hoped that we might discuss some financial matters. Perhaps there is somewhere we could speak more privately?”

      

      Cecilia watched this interaction with interest. Both men appeared to be nervous, but why? I know that our financial situation has been somewhat precarious, but what could this stranger have to do with anything?

      

      Cecilia’s father invited Mr. Cooper to join him in the main house and told Archie and Cecilia to continue their work in the workshop. He led Mr. Cooper from the room as Archie and Cecilia watched.

      

      “What do you suppose that’s all about?” Archie asked, once the two men had left the room.

      

      “I honestly have no idea!” said Cecilia, feeling both intrigued and anxious about the situation.

      

      “Do you suppose that Mr. Cooper is a banker?” Archie asked, “since he wanted to discuss a financial matter?”

      

      “I suppose he might be,” Cecilia said, though for reasons she could not quite understand herself, she felt sure that he was not merely a banker.  And surely it was not usual for bankers to come to their customers’ homes, unannounced, to discuss regular bank business. As far as I know, Papa holds no accounts with any banks.

      

      Cecilia continued to brood about what this meeting might be while she worked on. Archie seemed content to return to his work after just a few minutes of speculation. He did not speak much, because he was focused on his work, but when he did, it was only to make simple requests or comment on their work, just as though nothing unusual were going on in the next room.

      

      Cecilia wondered whether he was truly unconcerned, or simply acting this way to keep her from becoming overly worried herself. Whatever his reasoning, in time, Cecilia found that it was working. By focusing on her work, and having a normal conversation with Archie, Cecilia was able to keep her mind from focusing too fully on the conversation happening in the other room.

      

      Unfortunately, this state of affairs did not last very long. Her father returned to the workshop after about an hour, looking upset, but refusing to tell Cecilia and Archie about his conversation. They spent the remainder of the day working in near silence, and Cecilia felt on edge every time she looked at her father and saw the scowl upon his face.

      

      “Cecilia,” Archie said, after a long period of silence, “how many apples grow on a tree?”

      

      “I don’t…what?” Cecilia asked, feeling utterly confused by this question.

      

      “How many apples grow on a tree?” Archie asked again.

      

      “Well,” Cecilia said, still wondering what on earth he could be talking about, “I suppose that depends on the tree.”

      

      “No.” Archie said firmly. “How many apples grow on trees? All of them!”

      

      “All of them?” Cecilia said, arching her eyebrow. “Oh, Archie, you really are terrible at making jokes!”

      

      But in spite of her criticism of the joke, Cecilia could not help but laugh at this. Archie smiled back at her, and she felt thankful for his efforts to alleviate some of the tension in the room. She looked over at her father and saw his lips twitch into the slightest of smiles before returning to a scowl.
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        * * *

      

      After Mrs. Williams had left that evening, Cecilia’s father asked her and Archie to sit down and talk with him. Cecilia felt a rush of dread in the pit of her stomach. Father is always so steady, what news could possibly have made him so grave and anxious today?

      

      For ten years, Cecilia and her father had supported one another through the grief of losing Cecilia’s mother and the baby who had never lived. Her father had been grief stricken by the death of his wife. Cecilia could see that even as a young girl, but he had pushed his emotions aside to care for his daughter.

      

      Seeing him today, so shaken by his meeting with a mysterious stranger, was unlike anything Cecilia had witnessed from him before. She had no idea how best to support him, having no idea what the problem might be. I suppose that I shall find out what the problem is now, but I doubt that I shall be able to solve it if it is big enough to affect Papa so profoundly.

      

      “I suppose that neither of you have failed to notice that I have been a bit upset since my visit with Mr. Cooper,” Cecilia’s father began, once they were all seated around the kitchen table.

      

      “Yes, I noticed,” Cecilia said, resignedly.

      

      “It would have been hard to miss,” Archie said at the same moment.

      

      Cecilia’s father looked back and forth between his daughter and his employee, still scowling.

      

      “Yes, well,” he continued, “Mr. Cooper is an accountant representing the interests of a landed knight named Sir James Wiltshire.”

      

      “All right,” said Cecilia, “what are the interests of Sir James Wiltshire?”

      

      Her father looked down at his hands for several seconds, and sighed deeply before he continued to speak.

      

      “Sir James Wiltshire,” he said, sounding melancholy, “hired me to build his family a house many years ago. It was by far the most lucrative job I had ever had, and it would have helped my career greatly.”

      

      “Would have?” Cecilia asked, “What happened, Papa?”

      

      “Your mother died,” he said quietly, his voice sounding unusually husky for a moment. “and I was overwhelmed and heartbroken.”

      

      “Oh, Papa!” Cecilia said, feeling a rush of affection for him. At the time she had been so trapped in her own grief of losing her mother that she had barely spared a thought for her father’s pain. He had been solid and strong for her, and as a child she had expected nothing less. She had believed that adults were impervious to the intensity of feeling that she experienced.

      

      Cecilia considered saying something to comfort her father, or to apologize for her lack of empathy in the past. She could think of nothing to say that would adequately communicate her feelings, and soon her father smiled at her and began speaking again.

      

      “Don’t worry about me, Cece,” he said, kindly. “As you can see, I have recovered my faculties. I still miss your mother every day but I take joy in my work, even more so for having you working alongside me.”

      

      Cecilia smiled at her father fondly.

      

      “That is a kind sentiment, Mr. Baxter,” Archie said, bringing everyone’s attention back to the present moment. “But what happened with Sir James?”

      

      “Ah, yes…” Cecilia’s father said, looking down at the table again. “Well, after Mrs. Baxter died, I was forgetful, I stopped going to work, and after a while, the project came to a halt. Eventually, Mr. Wiltshire sacked me.”

      

      “Did he know that Mama had just died?” Cecilia asked, shocked that anyone could be so cruel.

      

      “He did,” her father replied, “and, in fact, he was very understanding about it. He gave me several weeks before asking me to return to work, and when I failed to return, he waited even longer before terminating my employment. Even then, he was left with a half-finished house, and when I was unable to pay back the money he had spent, he allowed me to give back only a small fraction of it.”

      

      “Well, that was very kind of him, I suppose.” Archie said, his voice sounding cheerful.

      

      “It was,” Cecilia’s father agreed, “and over the years, I have paid him some small installments toward the remainder of my debt. But there is still a large amount outstanding, and Mr. Cooper came here today to inform me Mr. Wiltshire wants to collect the debt immediately.”

      

      “Immediately? How can he expect payment immediately?” Cecilia asked, startled by this news.

      

      “Well, I suppose since the debt is ten years overdue, I cannot blame him for wanting his money right now,” her father replied.

      

      “Of course,” said Archie, “but how much money is owed? Is it possible to pay the debt immediately?”

      

      “I now owe him one-hundred-and-fifty pounds,” he replied, sounding resigned.

      

      “One-hundred-and-fifty pounds?” Cecilia asked, shocked at this amount. She knew that paying so much money back would be completely impossible, even after their work for the Duke and Duchess was complete. What ever shall we do?

      

      “Mr. Baxter,” Archie said, sounding confused, “how can you possibly owe him so much money?”

      

      “It was a large-scale project. In the end he would have paid me many times as much, had I completed the project. But as it happened, he paid me two hundred pounds, and I was only able to pay back a small portion of that.”

      

      Cecilia’s father continued to look down at the table. He held his hands together tightly, and Cecilia could see the muscles of his forearms contracting and relaxing as he spoke.

      

      “Oh, Papa, what shall we do?” she asked him.

      

      “I…” he began, but trailed off momentarily. After a brief silence, he said “I do not know, Cece, I truly do not know.”

      

      “Mr. Baxter,” Archie said, his voice sounding calm and reassuring, “perhaps I could lend you some money to help reduce the debt.”

      

      “That is very kind of you, Archie,” Cecilia’s father replied, “but I could not possibly accept that. You are my employee, I pay you, not the other way around.”

      

      “Well, yes, that is the traditional arrangement,” Archie said. “But if you cannot afford to pay my wages because you have been financially ruined by this debt…” He trailed off as his employer lifted his head and looked him directly in the eyes.

      

      “I said no, Archie,” he said firmly, though not unkindly. “I shall speak to Mr. Cooper again and make some sort of arrangement. I will be honest with you both—it is possible that this debt will ruin me, but it is my responsibility to bear.”

      

      Cecilia looked at her father as he spoke. She could see how difficult this must be for him. This debt had been hanging over him for ten years, and she had never known. Oh, Papa, why did you never tell me this?

      

      In addition to feeling sorry for her father, Cecilia could not help feeling frustrated as well. He had kept this information from her when she was a little girl whose mother had just died, and she could understand why he would do that. But he had continued to keep the secret for ten years, and because of that, he had allowed himself and Cecilia to be ambushed.
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        * * *

      

      After the conversation about the family’s finances, Cecilia paced in her bed chamber for quite some time, thinking about what she could possibly do to help her father. She could think of nothing that would generate an extra one-hundred-and-fifty pounds immediately, and soon found herself wondering what Nicholas might say about this problem.

      

      Of course, the answer to that question was a simple one. Nicholas would pay the one-hundred-and-fifty pounds without a second thought. That amount of money would be merely a mild inconvenience to a man of his means. She could hardly imagine such a life. When I am the Duchess of Huxley, I shall teach my children to be more cautious with their finances.

      

      After a quarter hour of pacing, Cecilia calmed her nerves enough to sit at her writing desk and resume her letter to her mother.

      

      Dear Mama,

      

      You would not believe the news that we learned today. A man called Mr. Cooper came to the house and told Papa that he represents a Mr. Wiltshire who is seeking to collect an old debt. The debt is for one-hundred-and-fifty pounds, and he wants to collect it immediately and in full!

      

      Poor Papa is obviously devastated, although he says that he will manage it somehow. Archie has offered to lend us some money to use toward the debt but Papa won’t hear of it, of course.

      

      The debt was incurred when he failed to complete a large scale job shortly after your death. I realize now that he was grieving much more than I knew at the time. I was so consumed by my own sadness that I never paid attention to his.

      

      And now, I do feel very sorry for him, but I cannot help but be mad at him as well. I can understand why the debt was incurred in the first place, but he has failed to pay it back for ten years now. What did he expect to happen? Mama, how could he possibly make such a huge mistake?

      

      What shall we do if he is unable to pay the debt? Perhaps he could speak with Mr. Cooper again and see if it would be possible to pay it over time in smaller increments, but I have no idea if Mr. Wiltshire would agree to such a thing. Truthfully, I could hardly blame him if he did not agree, after ten years of waiting for payment.

      

      I know that my romance with Nicholas is hardly the most important thing at the moment, but I find that I cannot help but wonder what he would advise in this situation. Which is foolish, because a debt of this amount would be a mere trifle to him, so I doubt that he could possibly offer any helpful advice.

      

      Oh Mama, what should I do? Is there anything that I can do to help Papa pay his debt? I have been searching and searching my brain this evening to come up with a solution, but I can see no way to help. Should I speak to Nicholas about it? He might think that I was asking him to offer money, but I truly would not want him to. I am genuinely just interested to know his advice. He is a very clever gentleman, on top of being charming and handsome.

      

      I feel so exhausted, Mama, I feel that I could spend the whole night pacing my room thinking about this and never come up with a solution. I wish that you were here to offer some advice.

      

      Your Loving Daughter,

      Cece

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicholas was feeling quite pleased for himself in the wake of his most recent conversation with his parents. He would have to wait a few more weeks before officially proposing to Cecilia, but he would propose. She will be my wife. She will be mine, to have and to hold, until death do us part.

      

      A smile crossed Nicholas’ lips at the thought of “having and holding” Cecilia for the rest of their lives. It was not the first time this thought had crossed his mind. This particular time, he was lying abed in the early hours of the morning.

      

      He supposed that the servants were up getting everything ready for the day, but the rest of his family would be asleep for several more hours. Realizing this, Nicholas rolled over in his bed, pulled the bed clothes back over himself, and allowed his mind to linger on Cecilia.

      

      He imagined Cecilia lying in bed beside him. When she was finally his wife, they would be able to remain in bed together for hours. Perhaps some of that time would be spent talking, and Nicholas was sure that he would enjoy this, but for now he fantasized about the other things they would do together in bed.  He imagined kissing every inch of her body—the secret places hidden by her clothes that he would be able to explore.
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        * * *

      

      Later that day after fantasizing about his next meeting with Cecilia, and then dressing and coming downstairs for the day, Nicholas prepared to leave the manor. He could not see Cecilia again for some time, and he had exhausted the books in his family’s library.

      

      He would go to London to visit his school friend, Michael Cortland, who had recently come into his peerage as the Duke of Westfield.

      

      Before leaving the house, Nicholas saw the Duchess in the drawing room. The Duke had remained in bed this morning with another headache.

      

      “How long will you remain in town, Nicholas?” she asked him.

      

      “Westfield has invited me to stay for as long as I like,” he replied, “I expect I shall stay for at least a week since I must delay in seeing Miss Baxter.”

      

      “Hmmm…” the Duchess said, “well, do let us know when you expect to return, but there is certainly no rush. I am sure that Miss Baxter will be fine while you are away.”

      

      Nicholas raised his eyebrows at this, but decided it would be best not to engage in whatever his mother was trying to communicate here.

      

      “Yes,” he said curtly, “well, I shall be off then. Please tell Father that I said goodbye and that I am sorry I wasn’t able to see him this morning.”

      

      With this he walked out of the drawing room and headed to the library where he found Lady Isobel reading a volume about botany. She was so engrossed in her reading that she did not notice him enter the room, and he watched her reading for a moment before making his presence known.

      

      Nicholas could hardly believe that his sister was a young lady about to make her debut. I still think of her as a little girl running through the halls, laughing and terrorizing her governess.

      

      Nicholas cleared his throat, making more noise than was really necessary in order to get his sister’s attention. She looked up, briefly confused by the interruption, but smiled warmly upon seeing her brother’s face.

      “There you are, Nick!” she said, “I was beginning to think you might leave without saying goodbye. In just a few more minutes I would have come to search for you.”

      

      “Oh Izzy,” he said, smiling at her in return, “surely you know that I would never leave without saying goodbye to you first?”

      

      “I do,” she admitted, “but I do love to tease you.”

      

      Nicholas laughed at this, knowing that she spoke the truth, and thinking fondly of all of the ways in which they had teased as siblings since she was old enough to know what teasing meant.

      

      “I shall be gone for a week,” he said to her, “perhaps longer, I cannot be sure.”

      

      “A whole week away from the lovely Miss Baxter?” Lady Isobel said, in a mock tone of scandal. “How will you ever survive such deprivation?”

      

      “I must avoid Miss Baxter’s company for the time being anyway,” he answered. “It will be easier for me to do so if I am in London, far away from her home and with many distractions.”

      

      “Hmm…” Lady Isobel said, pursing her lips so that she looked remarkably like the Duchess, “well, do make sure that none of those ‘distractions’ cause a scandal that would make Miss Baxter disinclined to marry you!”

      

      “Why Izzy! Whatever do you mean?” He asked, now affecting a mock tone of scandal himself, “I solemnly swear that I shall do nothing in London that would cause a scandal of any kind.”

      

      “Very good,” Lady Isobel replied, looking serious now. “I am glad to hear that, Nick, and I hope that you will have a wonderful visit with The Duke of Westfield.”

      

      “Thank you,” Nicholas replied, “and I hope that you will be all right here without me.”

      

      “I always am!” Lady Isobel replied brightly.

      

      Nicholas looked at her for a moment, suddenly realizing that she spent almost all of her time here with just her parents and the servants for company.

      

      It was as though Lady Isobel had read his mind, or perhaps his thoughts had been written clearly on his face. In either event, she spoke to him in a quieter, kinder voice now.

      

      “I promise I shall be fine, Nick,” she said. “Mother can be overbearing at times, especially as my debut approaches, but I have spent a lifetime learning how to handle her.”

      

      “I wish I had spent a bit more of my lifetime learning that skill,” Nicholas said.

      

      “It seems to me that you are quite accomplished in this area,” his sister said, sounding earnest.

      

      “Do you really think so? I have never failed to let her frustrate me.”

      

      “Well, you may be frustrated by her, and who could blame you?” Lady Isobel said, “But did you not convince her to allow your engagement to Miss Baxter?”

      

      “That is true,” Nicholas said, cautiously. “Although, she certainly makes it known that she does not approve any time Miss Baxter’s name comes up in her hearing.”

      

      “Did she say something about it to you?” Lady Isobel asked.

      

      “Of course not,” Nicholas replied, “but you know as well as anyone that her silences are often more telling than her words.”

      

      “That may be the truest thing you have ever said to me, Nick,” Isobel said, laughing slightly as she spoke. Nicholas laughed along with her. Their Mother’s ability to command those around her with a mere lift of her eyebrow or purse of her lips was an impressive skill, and one that Nicholas and his sister had both admired and feared for many years.

      

      “In any event,” Lady Isobel continued, “I shall bear the brunt of her silences while you are away, and I shall endeavor to convince her that your marriage to Miss Baxter is not only allowable, but desirable.”

      

      “Oh Izzy,” he said, smiling with genuine warmth for his sister, “you are too kind to me. What on earth would I do without a sister such as you?”

      

      “I expect you would be very sad for having no one to complain to,” she said in a matter of fact tone. “Now, you must be going. Enjoy your trip!”

      

      Nicholas stepped into the hallway and summoned his personal valet. His valet helped him into his coat and hat, and they walked outside the carriage house. Nicholas’ luggage had already been packed and loaded, and the carriage driver was ready and waiting. Nicholas climbed into the carriage and closed his eyes to dream of Cecilia as they drove away.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cecilia was surprised to discover that a note had been delivered, addressed to her, while she was in the yard varnishing the completed wardrobe for the Duchess of Huxley.

      

      “Who delivered this?” she asked, as Mrs. Williams handed the letter to her.

      

      “I don’t know his name, Miss,” Mrs. Williams said, seeming unconcerned as she continued to knead bread for that night’s dinner. “It was some boy from the village, is all I know.”

      

      “All right,” Cecilia said, intrigued, “thank you, Mrs. Williams.”

      

      Cecilia looked more closely at the letter. It was closed with burgundy sealing wax, pressed with an ornate letter “H”. With shaking hands, she broke the seal and unfolded the letter.

      

      Dear Miss Baxter,

      

      I would appreciate it if you would join me for tea at Huxley Manor tomorrow afternoon. I shall send my carriage to fetch you from your home, and expect you at 2 o’clock.

      

      Sincerely,

      Matilda Lymington, Duchess of Huxley

      

      Cecilia read the letter twice, and even turned it over to see whether there might be a post script on the back. Doing this revealed no additional information, Cecilia remained as confused as ever by this note.

      

      Cecilia tried, in vain, to convince herself that the Duchess probably wanted to meet with her to discuss the construction of her furniture. But as the day went on, and she thought more about it, she knew this could not possibly be the reason for the invitation.

      

      She knew in her heart, as well as in her gut, that her meeting with the Duchess would not be a pleasant one. The only possible reason for such an invitation could be to attempt once again to convince her that she could not marry Nicholas. Knowing that there was nothing that she could do about this until tomorrow, Cecilia resolved to distract herself with work.

      

      As they worked, Cecilia and her father were unusually quiet, each of them lost in their own thoughts. Archie, on the other hand, seemed determined to brighten the mood in the workshop. To that end, he kept up a regular stream of conversation.

      

      “I heard in town yesterday that we’re to have a new vicar at the Church starting next month,” he said, in an uncharacteristically enthusiastic tone.

      

      Neither Cecilia nor her father responded to this news, but Archie was undeterred.

      

      “Apparently he comes from a parish outside of York, and is a well-respected preacher. Of course, Father Jameson has always been well loved here, and I’m sure that we will all miss him dearly when he retires, but perhaps having a new preacher will bring some interesting new ideas to the congregation.”

      

      This continued throughout the day, with Archie talking about everything from the new Vicar, to the marriage of the Brewer’s son to the daughter of a wool merchant from another village, and even to the French revolution.

      

      Cecilia could not bring herself to engage in any of these conversations, but neither could she be frustrated with him for long. Archie is sweet for trying to cheer us up, although that is a battle he surely cannot win.
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        * * *

      

      The following day, Cecilia paced anxiously in the kitchen, waiting to be picked up by the Duchess’ carriage. She might have continued working, but after completing a few small tasks that morning, she found that she was unable to focus on anything of any complexity.

      

      She had taken great care with her dress and appearance today. She knew that it would make no difference to the Duchess if she was clad in the finest silks and satins—nothing would make the Duchess believe she was an acceptable match for Nicholas.

      

      However, she was determined to give the Duchess no more reason to think worse of her. She wore a simple gown of moss green wool, and had made sure that it was clean and impeccably tailored to fit her perfectly. Her hair was arranged neatly in a bun at the nape of her neck, with clusters of curls framing her face elegantly.

      

      As she paced the kitchen, she considered what she might say to the Duchess. Of course, it would probably be wise to say as little as possible and allow the Duchess to do most of the talking. Each time she passed the window, she paused to look down the lane for the approaching carriage. It was early yet, but she would not put it past the Duchess to send the carriage early and then be angry with her for not being ready when it arrived.

      

      In fact, it was just after one o’clock when she saw the carriage approaching. Right on time. Cecilia took a deep breath, clenched and unclenched her fists, and then opened the door to the workshop where her father and Archie were working.

      

      As always, Cecilia waited to make sure that no one was in the middle of something particularly dangerous before speaking. Archie and her father were discussing financial concerns while they worked, so she knew that it would be safe to interrupt them.

      

      “The Duchess’ carriage is approaching,” she said, “so I will be leaving in just a moment.”

      

      “All right, my dear,” her father replied, “do you have any idea when we might expect you back?”

      

      “I’m sorry, Papa,” she said, “the Duchess said nothing of why she wanted to meet, and I have no guesses of my own, so I can hardly speculate as to how long our meeting might be.”

      

      “Well, if you are not home by nightfall, we shall send a search party!” Archie said, jovially.

      

      Cecilia laughed at this, feeling some of the tension ease from her body. Whatever this meeting is about, it cannot last forever. I shall be safe at home by the end of the day. With this calming thought, Cecilia walked back to the kitchen, put her warm woolen cloak around her shoulders and stepped outside.

      

      There was a chilly mist in the air, and the sky was a cold gray color—winter would be upon them soon. Cecilia shivered slightly as the carriage pulled up in front of her. The driver reined up, and a pretty young maid stepped out of the carriage to hold the door open for Cecilia, who climbed inside and sat down on the dark green velvet seat.

      

      The maid sat across from her and smiled kindly.

      

      “We shall be at Huxley Manor in under an hour, m’Lady,” the maid said.

      

      “Thank you,” Cecilia replied, “but please call me Miss Baxter, I am not a lady.”

      

      “Yes, my… Miss Baxter,” the maid replied, sounding uncertain, but kind.

      

      “And what shall I call you?” Cecilia asked.

      

      The maid’s cheeks reddened at this, and her eyes cast downward. “My name is Ethel Billingsley, Miss. You can just call me Billingsley, the family all do.”

      

      “All right, then Billingsley,” Cecilia said brightly, “it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      

      “A pleasure, Miss,” Billingsley replied, quietly, her eyes still downcast.

      

      Oh dear, I’ve embarrassed her—I have no idea how to behave with a servant at a great house, but surely it is better to be too friendly than not friendly enough?

      

      “Billingsley,” Cecilia said kindly, “you need not be shy with me, I am only a carpenter’s daughter after all.”

      

      “Yes, Miss Baxter,” Billingsley looked up for a moment, and then smiled sheepishly when she saw Cecilia’s warm and open facial expression.

      

      “I assure you,” Cecilia continued, “I am quite terrified of the Duchess, who has made it clear in no uncertain terms that she considers me an inferior sort of person.”

      

      Billingsley held her hand to her mouth to stifle a giggle at this, and Cecilia could not help but laugh as well. Soon the carriage was filled with both of their laughter.

      

      In truth, the situation was not all that funny, but Cecilia had been so tense for so long that she found she could not hold back once she started to let her guard down. Billingsley must have been quite tense as well, because she seemed similarly incapable of controlling her laughter once it escaped her lips.

      

      They passed a large portion of their journey in this way, which was quite pleasant. Eventually, when they had both calmed down a bit, Cecilia felt that it would be safe to ask the question she had been wondering about since the previous day.

      

      “Billingsley,” she asked, “do you know why the Duchess has summoned me to Huxley Manor?”

      

      “I’m sorry, Miss Baxter,” she said, “I am only a chambermaid. Her Grace does not tell me anything.”

      

      “That’s all right,” Cecilia said, failing to hide a note of disappointment from her voice.

      

      They sat in silence for a few minutes, Cecilia looking out of the carriage window and contemplating what might be in store for her. After a time, she heard Billingsley clear her throat, and looked up at her.

      

      “Miss, I probably shouldn’t be telling you this,” Billingsley began, and then paused and bit her lip.

      

      “Oh Billingsley, if there is anything that you can tell me, I would be ever so grateful!” Cecilia said quickly. “I understand if you don’t want to, but I promise I would never repeat it to anyone.”

      

      Billingsley took a deep breath, seeming to steel herself, “Well, Miss, I have heard some of the servants talking. Apparently, the Duchess is beside herself about some foolish decision the Marquess has made.”

      

      Cecilia did not answer this, unsure of what she ought to say. She simply looked encouragingly at Billingsley, hoping that she would continue her story.

      

      “Her maid says that Her Grace has hired an accountant to help with the problem,” she said, “I’m sorry, Miss, that is all that I know.”

      

      “Thank you, Billingsley, that is very helpful,” Cecilia replied.

      

      Cecilia considered what Billingsley had said as they drove on. How would hiring an accountant solve the ‘problem’ of Nicholas wanting to marry me?
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      The sun was low in the afternoon sky when Nicholas arrived at the Duke of Westfield’s Townhouse in London. At least, it would have been low in the sky if it had been visible behind the dense gray clouds. The carriage driver opened the door for him, and he stepped out into the chilly afternoon air while his valet collected his luggage.

      

      At the front door, Nicholas was greeted by a butler who informed him that the Duke would be with him shortly and invited him to wait in the drawing room.

      

      Nicholas looked around the drawing room while he waited. The walls were covered in panels of deep-burgundy fabric, but the room was filled with natural light, even on such a gray day as this, because of several large windows on all sides. He sat on a seat covered in the same burgundy fabric and saw two more arm chairs covered in supple-looking, tobacco-colored leather.

      

      The room was handsomely furnished, and in impeccable order, but Nicholas felt that there was something missing. This was obviously the drawing room of a bachelor, and it wanted a woman’s touch. There were no decorations beyond the furniture other than a large painting of a naval ship above the mantelpiece.

      

      As Nicholas considered this, he heard his friend walk into the room and turned to look at him.

      

      “Nicholas!” said the Duke of Westfield. “It has been too long, my friend!”

      

      “Michael!” Nicholas replied. “It is good to see you! Though I suppose I must call you Westfield now, Your Grace”

      

      The Duke of Westfield laughed at his formality and said, “Don’t be absurd, Nicholas, call me Michael, or if you must call me Westfield, at least drop the ‘Your Grace’, you shall come into your own peerage soon enough.”

      

      “Not too soon, I hope,” Nicholas said, thinking of his father’s mysterious headaches. And then, seeing the shadow that crossed his friend’s face he added, “I’m sorry Michael, that was boorish of me to say. I was sorry to learn of your father’s passing; he was a good man.”

      

      “He wasn’t,” Michael said, with a sad smile, “he was a rogue, but he was my father and I loved him all the same.”

      

      “My condolences, Michael,” Nicholas said, solemnly, “whether or not he was a rogue, I am very sorry for your loss.”

      

      “Thank you,” Michael replied, “now shall we move on to happier subject matter? You are, of course, welcome to stay with me in London for as long as you desire, but I am curious to know what brings you here?”

      

      “Besides the pleasure of your company, and the excellent hospitality of your servants?” Nicholas asked.

      

      “Obviously,” Michael replied with a smile, “besides all of that. Is there something in particular that you wish to see or do during your time here?”

      

      “In truth, it is more about what I wish to avoid seeing and doing at Huxley,” Nicholas replied.

      

      Michael looked intrigued by this response and gave his friend a sly grin.

      

      “Trying to avoid a particular young lady? Perhaps you’ve left her in a… compromised position?”

      

      “Michael, what sort of blackguard do you think I am? I am avoiding my mother if you must know the truth,” Nicholas said.

      

      “Because she does not approve of your lady friend?” Michael asked, that sly grin spreading across his face once again.

      

      “I suppose that is one way of describing the situation,” Nicholas allowed. “But Cecilia is more than a casual ‘lady friend’, I am in love with her, and I intent to marry her.”

      

      “Cecilia? Not the sister of the Duke of Colehaven? She is pretty enough, I suppose, but I found her to be dreadfully dull when we met last Season,” Michael said thoughtfully.

      

      “No,” Nicholas said firmly, “she is not the sister of a Duke, nor the daughter of an Earl. That is the problem.”

      

      “All right, then who is she?” Michael asked. He sat down on one of the leather arm chairs and leaned forward to listen to his friend’s story.

      

      “Her name is Cecilia Baxter; her father is a carpenter my mother hired to build some furniture for the manor in preparation for Isobel’s debut.”

      

      Nicholas smiled at the thought of Cecilia. For a fleeting moment he saw a smile cross Michael’s face as well. Did that smile appear only at the mention of Isobel? I shall have to pay attention to that.

      

      “All right then, you’ve found yourself infatuated with the daughter of a carpenter. I suppose she must be very beautiful?”

      

      “She is the most beautiful woman I have ever seen,” Nicholas said earnestly.

      

      “And, of course, the Duchess does not approve. What of your father, the Duke?” Michael asked.

      

      “My father is not thrilled at the prospect, but he is not so passionately opposed to it as my mother,” Nicholas said. “I think that he understands that I will never be happy married to any other woman, regardless of her ‘appropriateness’ to be my wife.”

      

      “How forward thinking of him!” Michael replied. “I never would have imagined your father to be a champion of the common man, but I suppose he is a practical sort of man.”

      

      “I suppose he is rather practical,” Nicholas replied, “although I fail to see what practicality has to do with this particular situation.”

      

      “Some carpenters have more income than some Earls these days. The world is changing!” Michael said, wistfully. “My cousin Anne, daughter of an Earl, recently married a wine merchant and improved her family’s financial situation greatly.”

      

      “Interesting,” Nicholas said, considering this possibility for the first time. “As I understand it, my family’s financial situation is not in need of improvement, but perhaps if I could convince my mother that marrying Cecilia would do us no financial harm…”

      

      The Duchess had never exactly said that she objected to Cecilia for financial reasons, rather she had expressed concerns about her social status and ability to fulfill the role of Duchess. But no doubt she thinks that Cecilia only wants to marry me for financial gain, perhaps if I can convince her that this is not the case, she will be more amenable to our engagement.
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        * * *

      

      Cecilia waited anxiously in the hallway before her meeting with the Duchess of Huxley. The maid who had accompanied her on her journey had taken her cloak, hat, and glove to the cloakroom, and since then, Cecilia had stood on her own outside the door.

      

      A lock of dark hair escaped her neat mass of curls, and she pushed it back into place with a slightly trembling hand. I need to calm down, I must not let the Duchess see any sign that I am intimidated by her. Cecilia took two deep breaths to calm her nerves, clenched and unclenched her fists, and then resolved not to clench them anymore.

      

      Cecilia remained in the hallway for several more minutes, willing herself to remain calm and still so that when the Duchess finally arrived, she would not find Cecilia pacing nervously in the hall.

      

      The grandfather clock in the hallway indicated that it had only been a quarter of an hour, but Cecilia felt as though she had been standing there for the better part of a day when the door finally opened and a voice called, “Enter.”

      

      Cecilia walked into the drawing room, where the Duchess of Huxley sat on a beautifully-upholstered seat near the window. She had placed an embroidery hoop on the small table next to her, but Cecilia could not see what she had been working on.

      

      The Duchess looked at Cecilia expectantly when she entered. She did not stand up, nor did she speak.

      

      Cecilia walked to the middle of the room and sank into a curtsey a few feet in front of the Duchess, her eyes cast down to the floor.

      

      “Your Grace,” she said quietly, “thank you for inviting me to your home.”

      

      “Please have a seat, Miss Baxter,” The Duchess said, pointing to indicate the chair closest to her.

      

      “Thank you, Your Grace.” Cecilia sat stiffly in the chair the Duchess had indicated and looked at her, waiting to see what the Duchess would say.

      

      The Duchess did not speak immediately and merely stared at Cecilia with her lips slightly pursed. Cecilia could think of nothing to say, and looked at her hands, folded in her laps. Inwardly, she cursed herself for being so nervous.

      

      At last, the Duchess broke the silence by asking the maid who had opened the door to fetch tea for them. Once the maid had left the room, the Duchess turned to face Cecilia.

      

      “I trust that by now Mr. Cooper has been to see your father?” the Duchess asked, as though this were an everyday occurrence.

      

      “Yes, Your Grace,” Cecilia replied. It would seem that the servant’s talk overheard by Billingsley had been correct, but Cecilia could still not understand why the Duchess would care about an old debt owed by her father.

      

      “Sir James Wiltshire is a tenant of Huxley,” the Duchess said. “When Mr. Cooper was reviewing our accounts, he discovered that Sir James was owed a substantial sum by your father.”

      

      “Yes, Your Grace,” Cecilia said. “I only learned of the debt when Mr. Cooper came to see my father about it recently. I did not realize that Sir James was your tenant.”

      

      “Tenants who fail to collect the debts owed to them soon become tenants who do not pay their own debts, Miss Baxter,” the Duchess said coldly. “That is not acceptable, and I cannot allow our tenants to fall into such traps.”

      

      Cecilia looked up sharply at these words. Is she saying that it was she, and not Sir James, who told Mr. Cooper to collect the debt?

      

      “I have encouraged Sir James to get his accounts in order, including settling the debts owed to him, to ensure that he does not become delinquent in his rent.”

      

      “I see, Your Grace,” Cecilia said, knowing that she must speak carefully now. “Of course, it is his right to collect the debt, and your right to encourage him to do so.”

      

      “Yes it is, Miss Baxter, though I do not require your approval for that behavior,” she said, her voice quiet, but sinister now.

      

      “Of course not, Your Grace,” Cecilia said, feeling there was nothing more that she could say without managing to offend the Duchess.

      

      “So, then your father will be paying his debt?” the Duchess asked in a falsely-sweet voice.

      

      “In truth, Your Grace, he is unable to pay the debt in full, immediately. We had hoped that he might be able to come to an agreement with Sir James to pay the debt in installments over time.”

      

      Cecilia looked at the Duchess as she began to speak. As she explained the situation the Duchess barely changed her facial expression, but Cecilia could see the distaste in her eyes, and eventually she looked down at her hands, folded in her lap.

      

      “No,” the Duchess said, sounding matter of fact, as though Cecilia’s family’s livelihood did not hang in the balance. “That simply will not do, surely you can understand that, Miss Baxter.”

      

      “Of course, Your Grace, I understand that Sir James wants his money without delay, and by rights he should have it,” Cecilia said, feeling exasperated. “But the fact is that my father is unable to pay it all right now. Surely, you must agree that paying a portion of the money and the rest later is better than not paying at all!”

      

      “Do not presume to tell me what I ‘must agree’ to!” the Duchess said, raising her voice somewhat.

      

      “I apologize, Your Grace,” Cecilia said quickly, “I did not mean to be presumptuous. I merely meant that—”

      

      “I know what you meant, Miss Baxter,” the Duchess said, coldly. “Please stop trying to explain yourself, and listen to me.”

      

      Cecilia stared at the Duchess for a moment, feeling confused and frustrated. Finally, deciding that she had no real choice but to comply, Cecilia looked down and said quietly, “Yes, Your Grace.”

      

      “Good,” the Duchess said, returning to what Cecilia supposed was her normal tone of voice. “If your father is not able to repay his debt in the next month, I will direct Sir James Wiltshire to seek recompense through other channels.”

      

      “Other channels?” Cecilia asked, feeling even more confused than she had been already.

      

      “Yes. By that I mean that your father would be forced to forfeit all of his property to settle the debt. Sir James would take possession of his house, his workshop, any other property he might own.”

      

      “Your Grace, if that were to happen, we would be ruined entirely!” Cecilia protested, unable to keep her emotions in check now. She had tried so hard to appear calm during this meeting, but now she was breathing heavily, and the Duchess could hardly fail to notice it.

      

      “Yes, Miss Baxter,” the Duchess said with a slight smile, “I am glad to see that you are finally beginning to understand the gravity of the situation.”

      

      Cecilia merely nodded at this, continuing to breathe quickly in spite of her efforts to calm down.

      

      “Now, I suppose it has crossed your mind that marrying my son would alleviate your financial troubles?”

      

      Cecilia was genuinely surprised at these words. She had considered how Nicholas would react in her situation, and had determined that he would simply pay the debt and give the matter no more thought, but she had never considered that she could do the same if she were married to him.

      

      “It had not crossed my mind, Your Grace,” she said, feeling rather foolish that this had never occurred to her. Although, I would never marry him for that reason, of course.

      

      “Good,” the Duchess said, sounding as though she was merely playing along and did not really believe what Cecilia said. “I am glad to hear that. Marrying my son is not the way to pay this debt, in fact it is quite the opposite.”

      

      “What do you mean, Your Grace?” Cecilia asked. She was intrigued now, and thought she had an idea of what the Duchess might mean.

      

      “What I mean, is that I shall pay Sir James what he is owed, on the condition that you agree to break with my son.”

      

      “Your Grace, I…” Cecilia began, but in truth she had no idea what to say next. She was spared the need to speak because the Duchess held up a hand to stop her.

      

      “Of course, we have discussed this before,” the Duchess said. “I think that we can both agree that you are not an appropriate marriage partner for a Marquess. For some reason, my son seems unwilling to accept this fact, so you must convince him of it.”

      

      “Your Grace, I am not sure I will be able to convince him of that. He is of the opinion that the only real requirement for his future wife is that he loves her and she loves him in return.”

      

      “And you believe that you meet those requirements?” the Duchess asked, sounding skeptical.

      

      Cecilia did not answer, and continued to look down as the Duchess continued.

      

      “That may be true, or it may be that he is smitten by your beauty and will lose interest in you within a few years. It really doesn’t matter.”

      

      “It doesn’t matter?” Cecilia asked, stunned. “How can you say that, Your Grace?”

      

      “Men are fickle,” the Duchess said, shrugging a shoulder, “if your mother had lived longer, no doubt she would have told you the same thing. But, even if my son is the rare type of man who would love you for the rest of your life without ever wavering, it does not matter. The fact remains that your father will be ruined, he will lose everything that he has ever worked for unless you agree not to marry my son.”

      

      Cecilia stared at the Duchess, working hard to keep her breath steady. How can anyone be so cruel?

      

      As Cecilia contemplated the Duchess and her machinations, there was a knock at the drawing room door. The Duchess indicated that the person should enter, and a maid walked in with a tray of tea, followed by Lady Isobel.

      Cecilia stood up and curtseyed when Lady Isobel entered the room. “Lady Isobel,” she said, “it is a pleasure to see you again.”

      

      “The pleasure is all mine, Miss Baxter!” Lady Isobel said with a genuine smile, “When I heard that you had come for tea, I knew that I must come and greet you!”

      

      Looking from her mother to Cecilia and back again, Lady Isobel added, “I hope that I am not interrupting an important meeting?”

      

      “Not at all, darling,” the Duchess said, “Miss Baxter and I were merely discussing the finances of her work for us. But I think that I have made my points perfectly plain. Wouldn’t you agree, Miss Baxter, that there is nothing more to discuss?”

      

      “Yes, Your Grace,” Cecilia said quietly, “you have made yourself perfectly plain.”

      

      “Well,” said Lady Isobel, in a kind voice, “it seems that I have arrived at exactly the right moment! I do not doubt that talk of finances would have put me directly to sleep. Now, Miss Baxter, tell me, how is your work progressing?”

      

      Cecilia made conversation with Lady Isobel, telling her about the construction she had been working on with her father and Archie. All the time she kept looking at the Duchess, hoping to discern her thoughts on her face. Cecilia had no luck in this endeavor—the Duchess’ face was inscrutable.

      

      As Cecilia continued to tell Lady Isobel about the work she was doing, the Duchess looked pointedly away from her. After a few minutes, she picked up her embroidery and began her needlework once again. Without waiting for Cecilia to stop talking, the Duchess said, “Thank you for coming, Miss Baxter. Billingsley will escort you home.”

      

      “Oh,” Cecilia said, feeling surprised but also relieved to be dismissed. “Thank you, Your Grace.”

      

      Cecilia stood and curtsied to the Duchess, but then stood awkwardly, unsure of where she ought to go to find Billingsley.

      

      “You may wait in the hallway,” the Duchess told her after several uncomfortable seconds. Cecilia nodded her head in acknowledgement of this and began to retreat from the room.

      

      “It was lovely to see you again, Miss Baxter!” Lady Isobel said, warmly.

      

      “It was lovely to see you again as well, My Lady,” Cecilia said. She turned to walk out of the room and into the hallway, making a conscious effort to walk steadily and not run.
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      As Cecilia stood in the hallway, waiting for Billingsley to arrive, she thought about what the Duchess had said. As she continued to replay the conversation in her mind, her emotions shifted quickly from confusion to anger. How could the Duchess suggest that I only want to marry Nicholas to pay this debt? I did not even know that the debt existed when we met!

      

      Cecilia was imagining what she would have liked to say to the Duchess, when the drawing room door opened. She felt her body tense in dread of seeing the Duchess once again, but it was Lady Isobel who stepped out of the room. She approached Cecilia, smiling warmly at her.

      

      “Miss Baxter,” she said, sounding worried, “Are you all right? You seem upset about something?”

      

      Cecilia was unsure of what she should say in answer to this. She liked Lady Isobel, and felt that she could trust her, but the Duchess was her mother. Surely Lady Isobel would not appreciate what I would have to say about the Duchess. It will be best if I say nothing.

      

      Lady Isobel must have sensed Cecilia’s hesitation, because she smiled at her and said “Please, come with me into the library for a moment. We will be able to speak more freely in there while we wait for Billingsley to escort you home.”

      

      Cecilia could hardly deny this request, and so she followed Isobel into the library. This was the room where she had met Nicholas, and Cecilia felt a fond sensation when she entered it. Of course, that had been the moment that set in motion a series of events that had led her to her current predicament. Cecilia felt overwhelmed by all of her contradictory feelings.

      

      “Now, Miss Baxter, please tell me truly,” Lady Isobel said in a hushed voice once they had entered the room, “my mother has obviously said something to upset you. What was it?”

      

      “My Lady,” Cecilia said, still feeling uncertain of what she ought to do, “I would not wish to speak ill of Her Grace.”

      

      “I promise you, Miss Baxter, you may speak freely with me,” Lady Isobel assured her. “We shall be sisters by marriage soon enough.”

      

      “I’m not sure that we will, My Lady,” Cecilia said, feeling quite sorry for herself, and cursing herself inwardly for her self pity.

      

      “What do you mean?” Lady Isobel said, sounding confused. “Have you changed your mind about my brother? I am quite certain that he will not ever change his mind about you. I understand that he can be a bit pompous at times, but I assure you that he is a good man who would always treat you with the utmost respect!”

      

      “Oh, My Lady,” Cecilia interrupted her, “it is not that! I could never change my mind about your brother—I love him dearly, in spite of his pompousness.” Cecilia smiled conspiratorially at Lady Isobel at the end of this statement.

      

      “Why do you say that we shall not be sisters-in-law, then?” Lady Isobel asked, sounding confused.

      

      Cecilia managed to keep her voice steady, and to avoid crying while she spoke. In broad terms, she outlined the debt that her father owed, and the conversation she herself had just had with the Duchess. Lady Isobel listened with interest as she spoke and expressed shock at the end of the story.

      

      “Miss Baxter,” she said, sounding nearly as angry as Cecilia felt, “I wish that I could tell you that I am shocked that my mother would say such things to you, but unfortunately I am not. I should have anticipated that she would do something like this, especially with Nicholas away for the next week.”

      

      “I am heartbroken at the thought of breaking with your brother, My Lady,” Cecilia said, hearing the sadness in her own voice. “But I see no alternative. I cannot allow my father to be ruined for my sake. He has worked so hard to build his business while raising me on his own since my mother died. I must protect him any way that I can, even if it means sacrificing my own happiness.”

      

      Lady Isobel looked at Cecilia for a moment, seeming to study her face. After a few seconds she nodded slightly, as though she had come to some conclusion.

      

      “Leave it to me, Miss Baxter,” she said kindly. “I shall think of a way to convince my mother not to do this. I shall write to Nicholas and get his advice as well. Shall I include any message from you in my letter?”

      

      “Oh, Lady Isobel, that is very kind of you,” Cecilia said, feeling sincerely moved by this offer. “But I cannot see how anyone can convince the Duchess to change her mind.”

      

      “Do not underestimate me, Miss Baxter,” Lady Isobel said with an impish grin, “after all, I am my mother’s daughter.”
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        * * *

      

      Nicholas sat across from Michael and their friend Thomas Ellsbury, the son of the Earl of Farringdon. The three had been inseparable in their school days, and as adults they enjoyed reminiscing over drinks at the West End Gentlemen’s Club in London.

      

      Tonight, they sat in rich leather upholstered arm chairs around the fireplace, smoking cigars and drinking brandy from heavy, cut-glass tumblers. Michael and Thomas were laughing about the time that they had snuck into the headmaster’s office and stolen his best quill.

      

      The headmaster had been a stuffy sort of man whose happiness hung upon things such as having the right quill, and he had been apoplectic with rage—even more so when the quill had reappeared with no explanation two days later. He had suspected Michael and Nicholas, though never Thomas who was quiet and well behaved whenever anyone was looking but had never been able to prove that it was them.

      

      Thomas and Michael never tired of telling this story, and Nicholas usually laughed along with them when they did. Tonight, however, he could not stop thinking of Cecilia, and now wondering what she might think of his schoolboy antics if she knew.

      

      Nicholas knew that Cecilia was a sensible sort of person. It seems unlikely that she would play practical jokes herself, but she is not so serious that she cannot appreciate a good joke when she hears one.

      

      “Nicholas?” Thomas said, waving a hand in front of his face to get his attention.

      

      “What?” Nicholas asked, returning his thoughts to present company, somewhat reluctantly.

      

      “Where is your head, old friend?” Thomas said impatiently, “Michael and I have been doing all of the talking all evening, and you merely stare off into the distance, distracted.”

      

      “Now, don’t be offended, Thomas,” Michael cut in, “Nicholas is not just bored of your conversation, the fool is in love!”

      

      “In love!” Thomas said, sounding excited. “Well, now, Nicholas you must tell me everything! Who is she?”

      

      Nicholas scowled at Michael. He had no intention of keeping Cecilia a secret from his friends, but Thomas was prone to ask too many questions. If he were formally engaged, Thomas would be compelled to speak politely of his fiancée, but for now there was no telling what sort of jokes he might make at her expense.

      

      He resolved to share as little information as possible about Cecilia, and to make his feelings known immediately if Thomas crossed the line of what he considered acceptable banter.

      

      As it turned out, he need not have worried. Thomas did have a rather roguish grin when he asked Nicholas to describe his love, but when Nicholas stopped speaking, Thomas looked at him directly and said, sounding genuinely pleased, “I am so happy for you, Nicholas. She sounds wonderful, and I hope that you will be very happy together.”

      

      Nicholas smiled to hear his friend speak this way, and the three old friends spent the pleasant remainder of the evening, talking and drinking by the fire.
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        * * *

      

      Cecilia had returned home for her meeting with the Duchess in a daze. She hardly remembered the carriage ride home, but was sure that she had not said a word to Billingsley.

      

      “Welcome back, Cece,” her father said, when she entered the workshop. “Let me just finish sanding this and then you can tell me all about tea with the Duchess. It’s nearly time for supper, anyway.”

      

      “Yes, Papa,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady, “I shall see you in the kitchen shortly. I’m going to wash up before supper.”

      

      Archie looked up from his work and gave Cecilia a studied look. “Is everything all right, Cecilia?” he asked, sounding concerned.

      

      “Yes, everything is fine,” she said, hoping that she sounded convincing. “I’m merely tired from the journey. I shall see you at dinner, Archie.”

      

      She walked out of the workshop and upstairs to her bedchamber. Cecilia removed her cloak and hung it in her wardrobe. She poured some water from the pitcher into the basin and splashed her face to clean it. She took several deep breaths and then studied her reflection in the mirror.

      

      Her face had not changed, of course, but she thought that her eyes looks many years older than they had before she met Nicholas, or rather, since she had met his mother, the Duchess. Papa does not seem to notice the change, but as usual, Archie senses that something is wrong.

      

      Cecilia took a few more steadying breaths and resolved to focus her attention on the positive outcome of the day. The Duchess of Huxley would pay the debt her father owed, and they would not be ruined, financially. Her own, personal, heartbreak was a small price to pay in exchange for her family’s financial security. At least that was what she would have to tell herself.

      

      Feeling slightly calmer now, Cecilia descended the stairs to the smell of freshly-baked bread and savory beef stew. Mrs. Williams was setting the table, and her father and Archie exited the workshop shortly after she reached the bottom of the stairs.

      

      Once everyone was seated at the table, their bowls filled with stew, Cecilia’s father said, “Cece, tell us about your meeting with the Duchess, what did she wish to discuss?”

      

      “Well, Papa, she actually wanted to discuss finances,” Cecilia answered him.

      

      Her father looked surprised at this news, as well as concerned. “What about the finances?” he asked, “there will be no difficulty with the remainder of her payment will there?”

      

      “No, no, not at all!” Cecilia said quickly, hoping to alleviate his fears. “In fact, it is quite the opposite. It turns out that Sir James Wiltshire is a tenant of the Lymington family, and the Duchess is aware that he is seeking to collect the debt.”

      

      This was all true, strictly speaking. Cecilia could not bring herself to report to her father that the Duchess had not just found out about Sir James collecting the debt, but had in fact encouraged him to do so. If she had never developed romantic feelings for Nicholas, none of this would have happened, and she felt ashamed at having been part of the cause of her father’s worries.

      

      “Oh dear, what must the Duchess think of me?” her father fretted.

      

      She thinks nothing of you, except that your daughter is not worthy of marrying her son.

      

      “Well, she thought it unlikely that you would be able to pay the debt in full and immediately,” Cecilia said, once again telling the truth in the strictest sense of the word, but changing the meaning entirely. “She offered to settle the debt on your behalf.”

      

      “She…what?” her father asked, looking as confused as if Cecilia had just sprouted wings. “Why would she do that?”

      

      Cecilia had worried that he would ask this question. For a moment she had considered telling him the truth, but something held her back—something that she could not quite name. She had decided on a different explanation. It was not the most believable story, but she was hopeful that her father would accept it in desperation.

      

      “Her Grace is kind and generous,” Cecilia said, feeling as though she might choke on these words as she said them. “It pleases her to help those less fortunate than her, and she appreciates the hard work that we have done for her family these past several weeks. I suppose she imagines that if we lose our home and workshop we will not be able to finish her order, and she cannot risk a delay.”

      

      Her father simply stared at Cecilia as she told this story, his mouth open, slightly. Archie, on the other hand, looked at her skeptically, his eyes narrowed.

      

      “That certainly is kind and generous of Her Grace,” he said. “I had not the impression from our first meeting that she was the sort of person to help others in need. But I suppose people often surprise you.”

      

      “I suppose they do,” Cecilia replied, giving Archie a pointed look that was meant to communicate that he should drop this subject. She was not sure whether he had received the message, but luckily her father was still so shocked by the news that he seemed not to be listening.

      

      “Why did the Duchess request to meet with you and not your father, Cecilia?” Archie asked, “Did she say?”

      

      Cecilia looked at Archie, searchingly for a moment, Why is he asking this? Is he simply making conversation, or does he suspect that there is another reason?

      

      “She did not say,” Cecilia replied, firmly. “I can only assume that she did not wish to take Papa away from his work, and thought that I would be more easily spared for the day.”

      

      “Well,” Archie said, with a wink and a smile at Cecilia, “more fool she, you are the most productive person in our shop!”

      

      Cecilia rolled her eyes at this, but could not help giving Archie a smile in return.
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        * * *

      

      Nicholas woke late the following morning. He had remained at the club with his friends until the small hours of the morning. Upon returning to Westfield’s townhouse, he had spared just a few moments to complete a letter to Cecilia that he had started earlier that day, before settling in to bed.

      

      Nicholas had fallen asleep quickly and slept soundly. His dreams had been of nothing but Cecilia, sometimes they were holding hands and strolling down a country lane, sometimes they were discussing their lives before meeting one another. And at other times, they were doing things that would surely have made her blush if he told her about the dream.

      

      Nicholas laid in bed for a few moments, enjoying the pleasant memory of the most recent dream. In this one, he and Cecilia had been alone together in a small cottage, hidden in the woods. He had known, with absolute certainty, that no one would come to disturb them, and they had lain in bed together, their bodies pressed close to one another as they kissed passionately.

      

      In his dream, Nicholas had kissed Cecilia’s lips, softly at first, and then harder, her mouth opening under his. His tongue had explored her mouth as his hands slid over her body, relishing every curve. She had moaned when he touched her breasts and shivered while fingering her nipple gently between his thumb and forefinger. Nicholas moaned now just thinking about it.

      

      The sound of passing footsteps in the hallway roused Nicholas from the pleasant state in between sleep and waking. He looked at the small clock on the table next to his bed and realized that it was nearly midday. Reluctantly, Nicholas left his bed, dressed, and went downstairs to breakfast.

      

      When he entered the dining room, Michael was already seated at the table, sorting through a pile of letters that had been delivered the prior evening. He looked up as Nicholas entered the room and said, “There’s one here for you.”

      

      Nicholas took the letter, and saw that it was sealed with burgundy wax, pressed with an ornate “H” to indicate that it had come from Huxley Manor. Feeling confused about this, he turned the letter over and saw that it was addressed to him in a hand that he recognized immediately as his sister’s.

      

      Nicholas sat down at the table and said, “Thank you, Michael. It seems to be from my sister, though I have no idea why Isobel should need to write to me when I have only been away for a few days.”

      

      Michael looked intrigued at this. “I do hope that Lady Isobel is well.” he said.

      

      Nicholas scanned the letter quickly. It was brief, and Nicholas was confused by the content. He read it aloud to Michael, as though his friend might have more insight into the matter.

      

      Dear Nicholas,

      

      I have just seen Miss Baxter at our home, where she was invited to tea by our mother. She seemed upset when I saw her with mother, so I sought to speak to her alone after tea, although we had only a few minutes to communicate.

      

      She told me that her father owes an old debt of one-hundred-and-fifty pounds to a Sir James Wiltshire who is a tenant of our parents. Apparently, Mother discovered the debt and encouraged Sir James to collect it. Mr. Baxter is unable to pay the debt in full, and is in danger of financial ruin.

      

      I am writing to tell you this news, because it seems that Mother has offered to pay the debt for him, but only if Cecilia will agree to break with you. If she does not agree, then Mother will insist that Sir James collect the debt, and Mr. Baxter will lose his home and his workshop. I am afraid that Miss Baxter felt that she had no choice but to agree to Mother’s proposal.

      

      I told her that I would not allow Mother to stop her from marrying you, but I am not sure that she believed me. I will do what I can to convince Mother to change her position, but I am not sure how best to approach the situation. I hope that I have done the right thing in telling you right away!

      

      Please give my best to His Grace, the Duke of Westfield. I hope to hear from you soon!

      

      Sincerely,

      Isobel

      

      Nicholas looked up at his friend when he finished reading. Michael looked confused.

      

      “Am I understanding this correctly?” Michael asked, “Your mother intends to thwart your marriage plans over a debt of one-hundred-and-fifty pounds?”

      

      “Well, that is not the reason she is attempting to thwart my plans,” Nicholas said, his anger clear in his voice, “it is merely the means. She has never approved of Cecilia; she has seized on the only opportunity she could find to convince her to break with me!”

      

      “What will you do, Nicholas?” Michael asked.

      

      “I must go to Cecilia, right away!” Nicholas said, standing up, “I am sorry, Michael, I must leave earlier than planned. I must leave today.”

      

      “Of course, I understand,” Michael said, standing up as well. “Nicholas, if I may, would it be all right with you if I were to come with you to Huxley?”

      

      Nicholas paused at this, unsure of why Michael would want to come to the country with him, but seeing no reason to object. “I suppose that would be fine, if you really want to come.”

      

      “It might be nice to get out of the city, and I should like to meet your bride-to-be,” Michael said. “I feel certain that you will find a way to circumvent the Duchess’ machinations, after all.”

      

      “All right then, but I should like to be off within the hour!” Nicholas said.

      

      Both gentlemen summoned their valets and directed them to pack for a trip to Huxley. Then they sat and finished their breakfast while the servants prepared for the journey. Michael attempted to make conversation as they waited to depart, but Nicholas was lost in his own thoughts.

      

      If it was simply a matter of one-hundred-and-fifty pounds, he would simply pay the debt himself. His mother would not approve, but he no longer cared what the Duchess thought. I have always known that she can be difficult to deal with, but this is despicable behavior that I would never have expected, even from her!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

    

    
      Cecilia felt a lingering sadness at the thought of Nicholas and what she had given up with him. However, she could hardly fail to take on some of her father’s happiness over the next few days. He walked with a new spring in his step and hummed a merry tune to himself as he worked. Cecilia could not remember a time when she had seen him looking so carefree.

      

      When he was present in the shop, she smiled along with him and agreed with him whenever he mentioned how fortunate they were to be the recipients of the Duchess’ kindness. But as soon as he stepped out of the workshop, her sadness overtook her once again, and the smile faded from Cecilia’s face.

      

      She continued to focus on her work, which prevented her from breaking into tears at inopportune moments, but could not prevent her from dwelling on thoughts of what might have been.

      

      Finally after two days of this, when her father had gone outside to varnish a piece he had just finished building, Archie said to her, “Cecilia, if something is bothering you, I hope that you know that you can always talk to me.”

      

      “Is it that obvious?” she asked, trying to sound like it was a joke.

      

      “I do know you rather well,” Archie said, “but yes, it’s obvious that something is upsetting you. And I assume that it has something to do with your meeting with the Duchess. Am I wrong?”

      

      “No, Archie,” Cecilia said, resigned. She had never been good at keeping secrets, and Archie knew her too well to believe anything short of the truth.

      

      Cecilia explained the conversation she had with the Duchess over tea. Archie was appropriately horrified by the Duchess’ behavior and called her some names that made Cecilia’s eyes widen with shock—though in truth, she could not disagree with his assessment of the Duchess’ character.

      

      “I simply cannot believe that she could be so manipulative!” Archie said. “No, I take that back. Of course, she can be that manipulative, I should have known as much from our first meeting!”

      

      “Well,” Cecilia said, resignation in her voice, “I certainly knew that she was not someone to be trifled with from our first meeting, but I don’t think anyone could have predicted that she would go to such appalling lengths to get what she wants from others.”

      

      “I suppose that is true,” Archie agreed, “one never thinks one is talking to a monster, until it bares it’s fangs, after all.”

      

      Cecilia looked at Archie with curiosity in her gaze. This was such an odd, but also oddly accurate, way of describing the Duchess, and she wondered how he had come up with such a particular image. I suppose he has always been a creative sort of person, with a vivid imagination.

      

      “Papa will likely be back in just a few minutes,” Cecilia said. “Perhaps we had best get back to work.”

      

      “All right,” Archie agreed, “but Cecilia?”

      “Yes?” she replied.

      

      “If you are feeling upset at any point, or if you would like to talk—about anything, I hope that you know that you can always talk to me.”

      

      “I do, Archie,” Cecilia said, feeling a rush of gratitude for his friendship. She had never had a brother, but she imagined that if she had, he would be something like Archie. “I am lucky to have a friend such as you.”

      

      Archie smiled at her kindly, and the pair returned to their work. They had been working side by side, in silence for some time when the workshop door opened, and Cecilia saw Mrs. Williams standing in the doorway.

      

      “Erm…” Mrs. Williams began, sounding as though she was not sure what she ought to say.

      

      “What is it, Mrs. Williams?” Cecilia asked, feeling concerned about what she could possibly have to say.

      

      “Miss Baxter, if you please, the Marquess of Clive and His Grace, The Duke of Westfield are here to see you.”

      

      Cecilia stared in disbelief for a moment, but sure enough when she looked again, there was Nicholas pacing in the kitchen behind Mrs. Williams. And standing off to the side was another gentleman she had never seen before, who must have been the Duke of Westfield. What on earth is going on?

      

      “Oh!” Cecilia said, feeling genuinely shocked by this turn of events, “um…please show them in, Mrs. Williams.”
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        * * *

      

      Nicholas followed the housekeeper into the workshop. Cecilia was standing there looking utterly shocked to see him. She wore a gray rough-spun dress with a heavily-patched apron over it. Her hair was untidy, with sawdust sticking to it in places, and her face was smudged with dirt, or possibly varnish. She was the most beautiful sight he had ever seen.

      

      Cecilia curtsied and looked down at the floor. “Welcome, My Lord,” she said, sounding polite but cool.

      

      “Miss Baxter,” he replied, “I am sorry to arrive unannounced. I received a letter from my sister while visiting my friend in London and knew that I must speak to you immediately.”

      

      Cecilia’s eyes moved from Nicholas to the Duke, who was walking around the shop examining the different equipment with interest.

      

      “Please excuse my manners,” he said. “May I introduce my friend, His Grace, The Duke of Westfield?”

      

      “It is a pleasure to make you acquaintance, Your Grace,” Cecilia said, curtseying once again to the Duke.

      

      “The pleasure is all mine, Miss Baxter,” the Duke replied, bowing politely, before resuming his perusal of the shop.

      

      “And this is Miss Baxter’s colleague, Mr. Mowbray,” Nicholas said, indicating Archie with a nod of the head.

      

      “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Mowbray,” the Duke said, holding out a hand to shake Archie’s. Archie looked momentarily surprised, but then shook hands.

      

      “Pleased to meet you, Your Grace,” Archie muttered quietly.

      

      The Duke asked Archie a question about one of the tools he saw on Archie’s workbench, and the two began to talk animatedly about the desk Archie was building for The Duke of Huxley’s study.

      

      While his friend spoke to Archie, Nicholas leaned close to Cecilia and said quietly, “Isobel sent me a letter immediately after you left Huxley Manor to inform me of the situation. Cecilia, I am terribly sorry for how my Mother behaved. I would say she ought to be ashamed of herself, but it is clear to me that shame is not a feeling of which she is capable.”

      

      Cecilia smiled briefly at this, but there was sadness in her eyes that the smile could not touch.

      

      “I will not allow a debt of one-hundred-and-fifty pounds to prevent all of our future happiness. It is absurd! I shall pay the debt, and we may forget about the whole thing.”

      

      “Oh Nicholas,” Cecilia said, sounding sad for reasons that he could not understand, “you are so kind and very generous, but I simply cannot accept such an offer.”

      

      “Why ever not?” he asked, genuinely shocked by this reaction.

      

      “I love you, Nicholas,” she whispered, with tears shining in her eyes, “but I cannot accept money from you. I work hard to earn my money. Your mother fears that I only wish to marry you for your money, and this plan of yours would only confirm her worst fears about me.”

      

      “To hell with her worst fears about you!” Nicholas was still whispering, but his voice sounded fierce. “Why should you or I care what she thinks of you? I love you—that is all that matters!”

      

      “I wish that were true, Nicholas,” Cecilia said, quietly. “But as your mother, the Duchess, will always be a part of your life, and mine if we were to be married. If she hates me, she could make our lives miserable.”

      

      Nicholas had not considered this, but now that she spoke, he knew that she was correct in her assessment. Still he could not believe that this problem might prove to be insurmountable. I cannot allow us to be kept apart by money, but what can I do if she will not allow me to pay the debt?
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        * * *

      

      Cecilia felt that she might cry. Nicholas was offering to pay off her father’s debt, thinking that he could solve all of their problems in one stroke, but she could not accept his offer. She loved him for offering, and she desperately wanted to accept, but she knew that she would never be able to live with herself if she did. And she knew what the Duchess would think of her.

      

      Nicholas looked wounded by her refusal, and she longed to take him in her arms and comfort him with a kiss, but she knew that would only make matters worse. Feeling tears begin to well in her eyes, Cecilia turned her back to Nicholas. She would not let him see her cry. And the Duke of Westfield, a perfect stranger, was still in the workshop.

      

      She continued to sense Nicholas’ presence behind her as she returned to her work, but he did not speak. Cecilia took several deep breaths to calm herself down.

      

      “Excuse me, Miss Baxter,” said a masculine voice from behind her. She recognized the voice of the newcomer, the Duke of Westfield. Taking one more deep breath, she steadied herself and turned to face him, with a smile upon her face.

      

      “Yes, Your Grace?” she said, as calmly as she could manage.

      

      “I wonder if you might be available to take on more work once you have finished your current project?” He said, “My townhouse in London is in need of new furnishings.”

      

      “Surely there are carpenters in London who could help you with that, Your Grace?” she said, shocked by this request.

      

      “I suppose so,” the Duke of Westfield replied casually. “But, The Marquess of Clive has spoken so highly of your talents, I’m not sure I could find a better person for the job. And in truth, I have no idea what to do with the place. I suspect that a woman’s eye is exactly what is needed, and what better woman than you. I can see from your shop that you do excellent work.”

      

      “Oh, thank you, Your Grace!” Cecilia said, momentarily distracted from her feelings of hopelessness. “I suppose I would need to speak with my father about taking on new work, but I think that we would be able to help.”

      

      “I am prepared to pay a deposit of two-hundred pounds, today, if that will make a difference in your decision,” he said, looking from Cecilia to Nicholas with a warm smile.

      

      Nicholas looked shocked by his friend’s offer, and then after a few seconds he broke into a wide grin.

      

      “Your Grace!” Cecilia said, feeling truly shocked by this, “That is extremely generous of you!”

      

      “Please understand,” the Duke said, “that I would expect you to begin work for me as soon as you have finished with Huxley Manor, and I will require pieces for nearly every room in the townhouse, so this will be a large job.”

      

      “Of course, Your Grace,” Cecilia said, “I understand!”

      

      “Excellent!” said the Duke of Westfield, “Is your father about, perhaps I could speak with him about some of the details.”

      

      “He is just out back applying varnish to some of his work, I expect that he will return shortly.” Cecilia said.

      

      “No matter,” the Duke replied, “I shall step outside and find him.” And with that, the Duke of Westfield walked out of the shop, leaving Cecilia and Nicholas standing close together, and Archie working on the opposite side of the workshop.

      

      “Archie!” Cecilia said, excitedly, “Did you hear what the Duke of Westfield said?”

      

      Archie turned toward her and smiled. “Yes, I did,” he said, “that is excellent news!”

      

      He turned back to his workbench and continued to carve the design of a table leg. Cecilia turned to Nicholas, and smiled at him feeling giddy.

      

      Nicholas smiled back at Cecilia, looking as delighted as she felt. He glanced toward Archie, and Cecilia looked as well. When they had confirmed that Archie’s back was turned to them, Nicholas leaned in to kiss Cecilia on the lips, and she returned his kiss eagerly.

      

      After just a few short seconds Nicholas pulled away and whispered in Cecilia’s ear, “Later, my love. I should go speak with your father as soon as Westfield is done.” His breath was warm on Cecilia’s neck and she felt a shiver travel down her spine. She bit her lip and looked longingly into Nicholas’ eyes before nodding.

      

      As Nicholas walked out of the shop, Cecilia looked at him and sighed blissfully. She could hardly believe her good fortune, nor the generosity of the Duke of Westfield. She knew that her father would approve of the match, though she could not help feeling slightly nervous at the thought of Nicholas asking for his blessing.
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon, Mr. Baxter invited Nicholas and the Duke of Westfield to join the household for a celebratory drink in the kitchen. They raised tankards of ale, and Mr. Baxter said,

      

      “Lord Nicholas, I must admit that I was shocked when you asked for my blessing to wed my darling Cece, but I can see that you love one another, and I know that you will make her very happy. To your health, and good fortune!”

      

      Nicholas and Cecilia stood side by side, smiling, while Archie, the housekeeper, Mrs. Williams, and Westfield repeated “Your health and good fortune!” before drinking deeply from their cups.

      

      Nicholas felt dizzy with joy as he looked at his bride-to-be. She was blushing prettily and smiling at him with her perfect lips, in a way that made him want to steal her away and kiss her all night long. This pleasant thought was interrupted when her colleague spoke.

      

      “Congratulations, Cecilia,” Archie said, nodding to Cecilia, and then to Nicholas, “and to you, My Lord. As Mr. Baxter said, I know that you will make Cecilia very happy. And if not, you shall have to answer to me!”

      

      Nicholas was slightly taken aback by this last remark, but Cecilia laughed along with the other members of her household and looked perfectly unbothered.

      

      “I promise, I shall give you no reason to worry.” Nicholas replied, keeping his tone casual. “It is my greatest ambition to make Cecilia the happiest person in the world!”
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      Several days later, Cecilia was seated in Nicholas’ carriage with the maid, Billingsley. She wore the same gown she had worn for her first visit to Huxley Manor. She had chosen it because she owned so few items that were appropriate to wear there, but she could not help feeling sentimental about it as well, she had worn it when she met Nicholas, and could not help but think of it as a good-luck charm.

      

      Today she would be meeting with Lady Isobel and a seamstress who would make a new gown for her. Nicholas was insistent that she attend Isobel’s debut, despite her protests that the Duchess would surely not approve.  His solution was to ensure that she was dressed as the perfect aristocrat.

      

      Cecilia highly doubted that the Duchess would approve of her just because she wore the right gown. Nevertheless, she had agreed to the plan. Truthfully, she doubted she could bring herself to say no to anything that Nicholas proposed. And wearing a beautiful new gown and attending a debutante ball did have a certain appeal.

      

      Billingsley seemed to have taken a liking to Cecilia, and chatted to her animatedly all the way to Huxley Manor. Cecilia paid enough attention to hear about Lady Isobel’s maid, who apparently had rather a high idea of herself. She also learned that The Duchess continued to worry about preparations for her daughter’s debut, forcing the servants to change some detail almost daily.

      

      Cecilia smiled and nodded agreement throughout Billingsley’s monologue, but she was too nervous to speak much herself. She had liked Lady Isobel very much at their first meeting, and hoped that she would feel equally comfortable in her company today. However, she could not help but worry about what would happen if she should see the Duchess again.

      

      When they finally entered Huxley Manor, Cecilia was led by Billingsley to the drawing room. Upon entering the room, she saw Lady Isobel and the Duchess sitting opposite each other, both working on their needlework by the light of the window.

      

      “Your Grace,” Cecilia said, curtseying deeply, “Lady Isobel, it is a pleasure to see you once again.”

      

      Lady Isobel smiled, and said, “Thank you for coming, Miss Baxter. I am certain we shall find the perfect gown for you to wear to my debut.”

      

      The Duchess of Huxley raised an eyebrow slightly at this, and sighing quietly, she put down her needlework. Standing up from her chair she said, “Miss Baxter, I must be off. Good day to you,” before walking past her, out of the room.

      

      “Good day, Your Grace,” Cecilia said, curtseying once again.

      

      Once the Duchess had left the room, Lady Isobel invited Cecilia to sit opposite her in the seat that had recently been vacated by her mother. Feeling relieved, Cecilia crossed the room and sat.

      

      “Thank you, Lady Isobel,” she said, as she sat down.

      

      “Well, all things considered, I suppose that could have been worse,” Lady Isobel said with an impish grin that put Cecilia immediately at ease. “Still, I do hope my mother hasn’t offended you with her hasty departure!”

      

      “Oh” Cecilia said, feeling a smile spread across her lips, “no, not at all.”

      

      “No,” Lady Isobel said, thoughtfully, “I imagine it must be something of a relief for you?”

      

      Cecilia laughed at this before answering, “I must admit that is a relief. I’m afraid I was rather rude to Billingsley on the way here, as I spent most of the carriage ride imagining what might happen when we met. Compared to what I had imagined, that was quite pleasant.”

      

      Lady Isobel was the one to laugh now. “I can understand why you must have worried; Mother can be quite intimidating. Nevertheless, I believe that she is coming around the idea of your marrying my brother.”

      

      “Really?” Cecilia asked, nonplussed, “I am pleased to hear that, but she hardly seemed pleased to see me.”

      

      “Well, no,” Lady Isobel admitted, “I cannot say that she is pleased, but my brother has made it perfectly clear that nothing will stand in the way of his marrying you, and Mother understands that she can no longer control you, now that your father’s debt is paid.”

      

      Cecilia nodded at this, “That is true, but is it possible that she will attempt to implement some other scheme to stop the wedding?”

      

      “I can understand why you might think that, but truthfully I very much doubt it. She knows that another attempt to stop the wedding would only cause a rift between herself and my brother.”

      

      “Well, that is quite a relief,” Cecilia said. “I certainly hope that you are correct.”

      

      “You need not worry on that score, Miss Baxter,” Lady Isobel told her kindly. “I know my mother very well and I am quite sure that she will not trouble you any further. And if I am wrong, I shall do everything in my power to stop her.”

      

      “Lady Isobel,” Cecilia said with a smile, “I am so grateful for your help after our previous meeting. I know that your brother is as well. He is quite lucky to have a sister such as you.”

      

      “Thank you, Miss Baxter,” Lady Isobel said, sounding more serious now “My brother and I have always been close, despite the difference in our ages. I hope that you and I shall become good friends as well. You make my brother very happy, and that is the most important thing as far as I am concerned.”

      

      “Thank you, Lady Isobel,” Cecilia said. “I hope that we shall become good friends as well. I feel sure that we will, in fact.

      

      The two smiled at each other for a moment before Isobel began telling Cecilia the details of her debut. This was such unfamiliar territory for Cecilia that she merely smiled and nodded for much of the conversation. Of course, she understand the concept of a ball in a general sense, but there seem to be so many rules, I have no idea how I shall manage to follow them all!
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        * * *

      

      It was not long before Cecilia found herself standing on a small platform in Lady Isobel’s dressing room with a seamstress taking her measurements. The seamstress used a length of knotted string, similar to the one Cecilia used to measure furniture.

      

      They soon discovered that Cecilia’s measurements were similar to Lady Isobel’s. This was fortunate, as the debut was only a week away and the seamstress would have had to work night and day to have a custom gown completed in time.

      

      “Miss Baxter, I have the perfect gown for you!” Lady Isobel said. She summoned her maid and requested that she bring a certain gown from her wardrobe. “Our measurements are very similar, perhaps the gown can be altered to fit you without much work.”

      

      “Lady Isobel, that really is very kind of you, but I could not possibly take your gown!” Cecilia said.

      

      “Don’t be silly, Miss Baxter, I insist.” Lady Isobel said, kindly, “I have never worn it, and I very much doubt that I will. The color is all wrong for me. I don’t know why I bought it, to be honest, but it will complement the color of your eyes perfectly!”

      

      Cecilia could hardly argue with this assessment when the maid returned with the gown in questions. It was a beautiful pale, periwinkle color that would bring out the blue of her eyes. It was the most beautiful gown that she had ever seen, or even imagined.

      

      The maid and the seamstress helped her out of her green velvet gown, which was the nicest thing that she owned but looked shabby in comparison to the periwinkle one they now placed on her. On top of the heavy blue fabric, fine silver thread was embroidered to make a subtle brocade. The silver thread gleamed in the light, and Cecilia knew that it would sparkle by candlelight in the evening.

      

      Turning to see herself in the full-length looking glass, Cecilia caught her breath. She had always thought of herself as somewhat pretty, in a commonplace sort of way, but in this gown she looked truly beautiful. I must not let this go to my head! But if I could dress like this every day, I think I might never step away from the glass.

      

      The seamstress made some small adjustments to the gown, pinning the waist slightly tighter. She added a small border of dove-gray lace at the bust, which was a much lower cut than Cecilia was used to. The lace provided some coverage, while still leaving the tops of her breasts fashionably exposed.

      

      Seeing her bust in the mirror, Cecilia blushed. She was not used to wearing anything so revealing, but rather than feeling uncomfortable, she felt a thrill of excitement. When she danced with Nicholas, her breasts would be pressed close against him, her bare skin right against his chest. Her breathing quickened, and she lowered her eyes.

      

      “Miss Baxter, you look truly radiant!” Lady Isobel said, clapping her hands together. “My brother will not be able to take his eyes off of you all evening. No man will be able to take his eyes off of you, for that matter.”

      

      “Lady Isobel, it is your party, I would not like to draw attention away from you!” Cecilia said, feeling concerned that Lady Isobel might not appreciate this.

      

      Lady Isobel laughed at these words, and her laughter seemed so genuine, that Cecilia could not help but join in.

      

      “Oh Miss Baxter!” Lady Isobel said, still laughing between her words. “You are so kind to consider this, but I assure you, my gown is truly something to behold. We shall both be the talk of the ball, and I am very happy to share the honor with you.”
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        * * *

      

      Nicholas had spent a pleasant afternoon riding with Westfield in the grounds. They now returned to Huxley Manor, with windswept hair and flushed cheeks from the brisk autumn air. As they walked through the front door, they saw Cecilia descending the staircase.

      

      She was as beautiful as ever, and Nicholas’ heart beat faster at the sight of her. Will I ever grow accustomed to her beauty?

      

      “Miss Baxter!” said Westfield, “A pleasure to see you again!”

      

      “A pleasure to see you as well, Your Grace,” Cecilia said, curtseying to him, and then turning to Nicholas, “and you, My Lord.”

      

      “You can call me Nicholas in front of Westfield!” Nicholas said, “I assure you, he will not be scandalized!”

      

      “Yes,” Westfield agreed with a smile, “I promise I shall not blush. But, if you’ll excuse me, I must, uh, check on something in my room.”

      

      Westfield walked quickly up the stairs, and it was abundantly clear that he had made an excuse to leave Cecilia and Nicholas alone. Nicholas did not object to this, and nor, it seemed, did Cecilia.

      

      “Has Isobel found you the perfect gown for her debut?” he asked, leaning in close, so that he could smell her skin as he spoke to her.

      

      “She has,” Cecilia said. “It is the most beautiful gown I have ever seen. I do hope that you will like it.”

      

      “My love,” he said, leaning in even closer now, “I am sure that you will be absolutely stunning in anything that you wear. It could be a rough-spun peasant’s dress, and you would still be the most beautiful lady in the room.”

      

      Cecilia sighed, her voice breathy, “I can’t imagine that the Duchess would approve of my coming to the ball in a rough-spun peasant’s dress.”

      

      “No doubt my sister has found something that even my mother must approve of,” Nicholas said. “But my only concern is that you are there, at my side.”

      

      He leaned in and kissed her, hungrily, his mouth seeking to possess hers. Cecilia felt a moan rise in the back of her throat as she leaned in to kiss him back, her mouth opening, and her tongue caressing his.

      

      Entirely too soon, they heard footsteps approaching. Cecilia sprang back from Nicholas and cast her eyes down at the floor as Billingsley approached them.

      

      “Pardon me, My Lord,” Billingsley said, looking back and forth from Nicholas to Cecilia, and failing to entirely hide her grin. “If you please, the carriage is ready to take Miss Baxter back home.”

      

      “Thank you, Billingsley,” he replied, attempting to sound casual, though he was, of course, terribly disappointed. “Miss Baxter, it was a pleasure to see you once again.”

      

      “A pleasure, My Lord,” Cecilia said with a curtsey, before following Billingsley out to the carriage that would carry her away.

      

      Nicholas stood in the foyer for a moment after Cecilia left, imagining how attractive she would look dressed in a beautiful gown at Izzy’s debut. He had not been lying when he told her that she would look beautiful in a peasant’s dress, but in truth he found the idea of her dressed in the finest silks and satins incredibly alluring.

      

      After a few moments, Nicholas walked into the library. He was often drawn to that room when his thoughts turned to Cecilia, and today was no exception. When he entered the room, he saw his sister and Westfield sitting opposite one another near the window, talking to one another in low voices. Isobel’s maid sat quietly on the other side of the room, too far to hear their murmured conversation, but dutifully playing the role of chaperone.

      

      Nicholas cleared his throat loudly as he entered the room. Both Isobel and Westfield looked momentarily surprised when they realized that he had seen them talking. Westfield mastered his face quickly and greeted Nicholas with a casual smile. Isobel looked away for a moment, and then turned back to her brother with a mischievous smile.

      

      “How was your visit with Miss Baxter?” Nicholas asked his sister, eager to make normal conversation.

      

      “It was lovely, Nick!” Isobel replied, seeming equally eager for normalcy. “She is lovely, and I think that we shall be good friends. Unfortunately, Mother was with me when Miss Baxter arrived.”

      

      “Ah…” Nicholas sighed deeply. “Was she terribly rude?”

      

      “Not terribly rude, no,” Isobel replied, “but she was rather cold in the way she greeted her. I’ve told Miss Baxter not to worry, as I’m quite certain that Mother will make not more attempts to prevent your marriage, now that you have made it perfectly clear that you will go to any lengths to stop her.”

      

      “I do hope that you were able to put her at ease. When I saw her just now she seemed quite happy.” Nicholas said, smiling.

      

      “Of course, she was happy!” Isobel said, smiling from ear to ear. “We have found her the most perfect gown for my debut. She will be absolutely radiant, and no one will spare even a glance for me.”

      

      “Oh, I highly doubt that, My Lady!” said Westfield. “Everyone will want to see the debutante, and even if it were not your debut, I am sure that you will look quite as lovely as Miss Baxter.”

      

      “Well,” Isobel said, turning to Westfield and gracing him with a smile, “I must admit that my gown is quite lovely as well.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

        

      

    

    
      One week prior to Lady Isobel’s debut, Cecilia’s father traveled to Huxley Manor to ensure that all of the completed furniture was in place and to make any necessary adjustments. Cecilia had wanted to go with him, but now that she was engaged to the Marquess, her father seemed to think that it would be inappropriate for her to visit his residence as a carpenter rather than a young lady making a social call.

      

      Archie remained behind in the workshop as well. He said it was to finish some small projects for other clients so that they would be able to focus all of their attention on the Duke of Westfield’s order once Lady Isobel’s debut was completed. Cecilia suspected that, in addition to this, he had offered to stay, at least in part, to keep her company.

      

      It was true that she was disappointed not to go with her father to Huxley Manor, and Cecilia appreciated Archie’s concern for her, as always. But she felt sure that she would have been fine on her own. She was perfectly capable of distracting herself making wagon wheels and hope chests for families in town.

      

      As they worked, side by side, Archie chatted to Cecilia about people they knew from town—who was marrying whom, who was expecting a child, and whose child was not really his child. Cecilia had little interest in this kind of talk, but she found the sound of Archie’s voice soothing in its familiarity nonetheless.

      

      “I suppose that everyone in town will be talking about my engagement to the Marquess of Clive, as well,” Cecilia said, absentmindedly, as she measured some spokes for the wagon wheels they were making.

      “Well, I don’t think anyone knows yet,” Archie said, “at least I haven’t heard anyone talking about it. And I certainly haven’t told anyone.”

      

      “Why haven’t you told anyone?” Cecilia asked, he always knows the gossip in town, why wouldn’t he share some in return?

      

      “It is not my news to tell,” Archie replied, simply.

      

      Cecilia turned to look at him as he worked, and smiled. “Thank you, Archie. I know that everyone will find out soon enough, but I do appreciate not being the subject of gossip just yet, if it can be helped.”

      

      Archie simply smiled at her and continued working.
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        * * *

      

      Cecilia woke slowly, with a dull ache in the back of her head. Her mind felt groggy and her body felt heavy and weak. Where am I? What is happening? She opened her eyes to find herself in a darkened room, unable to see anything around her.

      

      While she waited for her eyes to adjust to the darkness, Cecilia took note of what little information her other senses could provide. The air was close and damp, with a musty smell that reminded her of mushrooms after a hard rain. She was lying on a cold, earthen floor, and when she attempted to sit up, she realized that her wrists were bound together in front of her with a length of fabric.

      

      Cecilia took three deep breaths, in through her nose, and out through her mouth. She willed herself not to panic. If I can keep my wits about me, perhaps I can find a way out of here. She tried once again to move, this time managing to hoist herself into a sitting position, her back against a rough stone wall. Her eyes were beginning to adjust and she could make out the outlines of many barrels. She realized that she must be in a cellar somewhere, the barrels filled with onions, potatoes, apples stored for the winter.

      

      Leaning back against the wall, she tried to think of how she could have gotten here. The last thing she remembered was talking to Archie in her father’s workshop. The ache in the back of her head throbbed once again, had she hit it on something and been knocked out? Given that I am currently tied up in a strange cellar, I should think it more likely that someone hit me.

      

      As the throbbing continued, a moan of pain escaped her lips. She was just thinking that perhaps she ought to lie back down and sleep a bit longer when she heard a whispered voice nearby.

      

      “Cecilia, are you awake?”

      

      “Archie?” she whispered back, “Is that you? Where are we? What is happening?”

      

      “I don’t know,” Archie whispered back, “but I promise you that I shall get us out of here.”

      

      A wave of relief washed through Cecilia’s body. Archie is here, Archie will keep us both safe. As the throbbing in her head intensified, Cecilia drifted back into a restless sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Nicholas has spent much of the day with his mother, sister, and future father-in-law, ensuring that every new piece of furniture was exactly as it should be. Mr. Baxter had begun the day somewhat warmer with the Duchess than at their previous meeting, perhaps assuming that the Duchess would consider him practically family now. In fact, she remained as cold and aloof as she ever had been, and Mr. Baxter became progressively more nervous as the day went on.

      

      Nicholas had hoped that Cecilia would accompany her father to this meeting, but he had come alone.

      

      “Cecilia is at home,” he said. “I thought that it would be more appropriate if only I came today, My Lord.”

      

      He had addressed his comment to Nicholas, but looked quickly from him to the Duchess. Nicholas’ mother had looked momentarily amused at this, and then said, sarcastically, “Oh, I quite agree.”

      

      Despite his disappointment at Cecilia’s absence, and Mr. Baxter’s nervous temperament, Nicholas found that he liked Cecilia’s father nearly as much as he liked Cecilia herself. He asked Mr. Baxter about various elements of the design and construction process for some of the pieces they looked at, and found his answers quite fascinating.

      

      They concluded their tour in the library, where Mr. Baxter checked to make sure that the bookcase fit perfectly into the space allotted. As with every other piece they had inspected, the bookcase was a perfect fit. Nicholas could not help but be impressed by the skill that went into Mr. Baxter’s work, and of course, Cecilia’s.

      

      Once they had confirmed that the bookcase was as it should be, Mr. Baxter seemed to linger longer than strictly necessary, checking every possible angle.

      

      “Well, Mr. Baxter, if that is all, I really must attend to other matters,” the Duchess said.

      

      “Yes, Your Grace, of course!” Mr. Baxter replied, sounding nervous once again.

      

      Nicholas’ mother bid them good day and walked out of the library. Once she had left, Mr. Baxter turned to Nicholas and Isobel with an awkward smile.

      

      “I assumed that I ought not discuss the passageway entrance in front of Her Grace?” he said to them.

      

      “Miss Baxter told you about that?” Isobel asked.

      

      “She had not planned to,” he replied, shaking his head and smiling at this, “but when I told her that she could not accompany me today she decided that she had better let me in on the secret.”

      

      Mr. Baxter had proceeded to attach the small hinges to one side of the bookcase. He then showed Nicholas and Cecilia how this would allow them to easily swing the bookcase out into the room like a door so that they could access the entrance to the passageway.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A few hours later, Nicholas was sitting in the library and reading when he heard a strange sound and looked up from his geometry text. To his surprise, Nicholas saw that the bookcase was moving slowly, as if someone was pushing it from behind.

      

      Within seconds, the bookcase was several inches away from the wall, and Mr. Baxter emerged, breathless and red in the face.

      

      “My Lord!” he cried out, sounding terrified. “I am so glad to find you here! Please you must help me! You have to help me find her!”

      

      “Mr. Baxter!” Nicholas said, feeling a profound dread spreading through him, “What do you mean? What has happened?”

      

      “When I returned home, Cecilia was gone!” he said. “Please we must go and find her! There is no reason that she would leave, something terrible must have happened. Please there is no time to waste!”

      

      “What did Mr. Mowbray and your housekeeper say?” Nicholas asked, standing up and moving toward the passageway.

      

      “Neither of them were there when I arrived. Perhaps something terrible has happened to them as well! Where could they be? What shall we do?”

      

      Mr. Baxter sounded half crazed with fear. Nicholas felt true terror in his gut, as well. I must keep my head if we are going to find Cecilia before any harm can come to her!

      

      “Mr. Baxter!” Nicholas said, in a commanding voice he had learned from his father. “We must try to remain calm.”

      

      “Remain calm?” Mr. Baxter said, dumbfounded. “How can I remain calm when my daughter has disappeared?”

      

      “We will have the best chance of finding her if we do not lose ourselves to panic,” Nicholas said, trying to keep his voice as steady as he could. “We must make a plan. We must fetch the constable, and learn whether the others are also missing.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

        

      

    

    
      Cecilia was beginning to wake up once again. She had no sense of how much time had passed, since there was no window to let any light in. She moaned slightly—her head was still throbbing, but not as badly as it had been before.

      

      “Don’t worry, Cecilia,” she heard Archie whisper to her, “I am still here, and I will make sure that you are safe.” He placed his arm around her shoulder, a gesture of comfort.

      

      Cecilia felt her body relax momentarily, and then tense, sensing that something was wrong an instant before her mind caught up. His hands are unbound.

      

      Cecilia took a deep breath and focused her mind entirely on keeping her voice steady. “Archie?” she asked, “Why are your wrists not bound, like mine?”

      

      Cecilia counted seven seconds before Archie responded to this.

      

      “I…” he said, sounding uncertain. “I was able to, um…loosen the bindings a bit and free myself.”

      

      “You did not untie me.” Cecilia said, her voice falsely calm. “Why?”

      

      “Oh!” Archie said, “Yes of course! I should have untied you right away, of course. What was I thinking? I’m terribly sorry that I didn’t think of it right away.”

      

      He said all of this with his arm still around her shoulder, holding her close to him. He made no move to change his position.

      

      “Well,” Cecilia said now failing to keep her voice entirely calm, “I shall forgive you for that oversight, if you will untie me now.”

      

      Archie did not respond to this immediately. Cecilia felt panic rising within her, and fought to remain calm. She knew that she would not make her way out of this cellar if she did not keep her wits about her. But with every second Archie did not respond, her panic rose higher in her chest.

      

      “Archie?” Cecilia said, desperate to hear him say that, of course, he would untie her. Desperate for him to protect her, like the brother she had always imagined him to be.

      

      “Cecilia,” Archie said, “I’m sorry, I know that you must be scared. I promise, nothing bad will happen to you.”

      

      “Nothing worse than being tied up and kept in some strange cellar?” she asked.

      

      “Nothing worse than that,” Archie agreed, sounding amused. “You see, Cecilia, it’s not that bad is it?”

      

      Cecilia had no answer to this pronouncement. She did not know where she was, nor how she had gotten there, but she was certain of one thing—Archie is not my friend anymore—perhaps he never was. Carefully, so as not to arouse his suspicion, Cecilia began to wriggle her hands.

      

      “Where are we?” she asked once again, hoping to distract Archie while she attempted to escape her bindings.

      

      “We are in a cellar, just like you said, Cecilia,” he replied. “The cellar of my uncle’s house. “He died a few years ago, and his children are grown, so his widow has gone to live with her sister and the house has been empty for some time.”

      

      Cecilia found that by turning her left wrist inward, she was able to catch one end of the length of fabric binding her. Carefully, she pushed that end inward and felt the binding loosen slightly. She was not able to free her hands, but she could feel blood rushing back to them as the pressure was lessened on her wrists.

      

      Archie took his arm off of her shoulder and stood up, leaving her to sit on the cold earthen floor. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, Cecilia could see Archie’s outline pacing back and forth in front of her as he continued to speak.

      

      “I am afraid that the house has fallen into a bit of disrepair,” he was saying, sounding quite enthusiastic now. “But we would be able to fix it up easily. I could make this a beautiful home for you, Cecilia.”

      

      I have to keep him talking, if I can do that, perhaps I may be able to escape my bonds without him noticing.

      

      “What do you mean, a beautiful home for me?” Cecilia asked, holding her hands still as she spoke. Archie had stopped his constant pacing to look at her when she spoke. Once he began to speak again, he resumed his pacing, and Cecilia returned her attention to the bindings on her wrists. They were looser than they had been previously, and she was able to turn her hands from side to side within them now.

      

      “As I said, the house had been abandoned for some time,” Archie said, sounding quite pleased with himself. “My aunt is eager to be rid of it, and no one else in the family wants it. I was able to convince her that it should pass to me, when I am wed.”

      

      Cecilia had been so focused on escaping her bindings that she did not immediately understand the implications of these words. She felt sure that she was close to loosening the knot in the middle enough to be able to escape. So when she heard Archie pause during his speech, her only thought was, I must make him keep talking for as long as possible!

      

      “When you are…wed?” she asked, repeating the last thing he had said, and only then taking it in.

      

      “Yes,” he said in an excited tone of voice, “when I am wed. When we are wed.”

      

      Cecilia felt more terrified now than she had the whole time she had been here. She was so close to escaping her bonds, but she knew that she must remain still and give nothing away, for Archie was staring directly at her now.

      

      “Come now, Cecilia, there’s no need to look so frightened!” Archie said in an amiable voice that was entirely unsuited to the situation.  “It is me, Archie! You have known me for years. You will make me a perfect wife, and give me no reason to mistreat you.”

      

      A wave of confusion swept through Cecilia, as well as terror, and disgust. I have been a kind of sister to Archie for all of these years, how can he wish to marry me?

      

      “I…I see,” Cecilia said, “you would marry me and we would live together in this house?”

      

      “Yes, of course, Cecilia!” Archie said. “Isn’t it obvious? You belong with me, not with some Marquess! How could a member of the aristocracy ever really understand you? He cannot ever know you like I do. All he can do is swoop in and ruin everyone’s plans!”

      

      “What plans?” Cecilia asked. The pounding in her head continued, but it was less intense with each passing moment. As her headache subsided, and her eyes continued to adjust to the darkness of the room, Cecilia thought more clearly about an escape plan.

      

      “My plans!” Archie said, loudly, his voice sounding decidedly angry now. Cecilia knew that she must be careful of every word she said from now on.

      

      “My plans!” Archie yelled again. “I was planning to ask your father for your hand in marriage when that puffed-up twit appeared and seduced you.”

      

      Swallowing her outrage, Cecilia worked to keep her voice calm and conciliatory. “I’m sorry, Archie,” she said. “I had no idea.”

      

      “No Idea!” Archie yelled, sounding enraged now. “You had no idea? It never once occurred to you, in all those years of parading around the workshop, teaching me to read just so that you could spend more time with me, you never realized what you were doing?”

      

      “I’m sorry Archie,” Cecilia said again. “I was only trying to be your friend.”

      

      “My friend?” Archie nearly spat the words at her. “I don’t want a friend; I want a wife! I did everything for you. I did everything right, and now you deny me? You prefer some fancy gentleman who has never worked a day in his life? You are a fool if you think you could ever be a part of his world! I thought that you were different, but you’re just a common trollop.”

      

      Cecilia found that she was suddenly unable to hold back her tears. She was in pain, scared, angry, and exhausted. As the tears began to slide down her cheeks, Cecilia decided that perhaps she could use them to her advantage.

      

      “Oh Archie,” she sobbed. “Archie, I really am sorry! I never meant to hurt you; I swear it.”

      

      “But you did hurt me, Cecilia, you can see that now, can’t you?”

      

      Tears continued to roll down her cheeks, faster now. It was true that she had never wanted to hurt Archie, but all she felt was anger toward him in this moment. He must have hit me over the head while my back was turned in the workshop. How can he say that he loves me if he would do something like that?

      

      Cecilia knew that it would do her no good to speak the truth in this moment, so she said, in between her sobs, “I see it now, Archie, I do. I am truly sorry that I hurt you.”

      

      Archie knelt down in front of her, his face close to hers. He placed a hand on her cheek and leaned in to kiss her on the mouth. Cecilia’s body tensed, and she made a conscious effort to relax. She could not bring herself to kiss him back, but managed to keep her mouth slack and neutral.

      

      “Oh Cecilia,” Archie said, his voice full of tenderness now, “you are so beautiful.” He reached up to tuck a strand of her hair behind her ear. His hand lingered on her cheek, stroking it for a moment.

      

      “And such a terrible liar,” he said, with a note of sadness in his voice. He moved his hand away from her cheek, and then swiftly slapped her so hard that her head was knocked against the wall. Cecilia felt a sharp pain that lasted only a few seconds before darkness enveloped her once again.
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        * * *

      

      Nicholas’ mind raced as he sped on horseback to the home of Archie Mowbray, the constable riding along at his side. Mr. Baxter trailed behind them on his own horse, unable to keep up with Nicholas’ stallion. He had given them the address and encouraged them to ride ahead, not wanting to waste a single moment. They had agreed that he would return to his own home in case Cecilia should return there.

      

      Nicholas fought down panic as he tried to consider the possibilities. He could not believe that Cecilia had run off on her own, and Mr. Baxter had said the same when they discussed their plan. Nicholas had suggested that Cecilia and Archie might have gone somewhere together, but Mr. Baxter insisted this was not possible.

      

      They decided that Nicholas would go to Archie’s house to see if he was at home, and Mr. Baxter would ask his neighbors if they had seen anything. If either of them found a clue as to where Cecilia might be, they would follow the trail. If not, they would fetch the constable, and meet back at the Baxter’s’ house.

      

      Nicholas was breathing hard, and his horse was lathered by the time he approached the Mowbray family home. He dismounted swiftly and spared only a second to tie his horse’s bridle to a fencepost before approaching the front door. It would do no good to come back out and find his horse gone.

      

      A tired-looking woman of about fifty opened the door to the cottage after a moment. She had dark hair, streaked with gray, and was short and squat, but Nicholas could see the family resemblance and assumed that she must be Archie’s mother.

      

      “Mrs. Mowbray?” he asked.

      

      “Yes, My Lord, I’m Mrs. Mowbray,” she looked shocked at the sight of him, and curtsied awkwardly at his greeting. “What can I do for you, My Lord?”

      

      “Is your son at home, Mrs. Mowbray? It is urgent that I speak with him,” Nicholas said, in a stern voice.

      

      “I’m sorry, My Lord,” she replied, eyes downcast. “He must still be at the Baxter’s’ working. I could give you the address if you’d like to look for him there?”

      

      “He is not there, and it is imperative that I speak to him. Can you think of anywhere else that he might have gone?

      

      “Well…” she said, hesitantly, “perhaps…but I can see no reason why he would go there tonight.”

      

      “Please, you must tell me where this place is!” Nicholas begged. “Miss Baxter is missing, and he may know where she is.”

      

      “I’m very sorry, My Lord,” Mrs. Mowbray said, “I cannot help you.” Her eyes darted from his face, down to the floor, and back again. She was about to close the door in his face, when her eye caught his, and she leaned her head slightly to the left, giving him a meaningful glance.

      

      “Ah, I see,” Nicholas said. “Well, I am sorry to bother you, thank you for your help, Mrs. Mowbray.”

      

      She continued to make eye contact with him as she closed the door, and Nicholas heard a man’s voice asking, “Who’s at the door?”

      

      “Just some man looking for Archie,” Mrs. Mowbray said, “I’ve told him he’s not here.”

      

      “What’s he want our Archie for then?” her husband asked, sounding angry.

      

      “I’ve no idea, but I suppose he’ll be off now. I’ll just go put the cat out, shall I?”

      

      Nicholas walked quietly around to the side of the house that Mrs. Mowbray had indicated with the tilt of her head and waited for her to emerge. After a moment he saw her once again, this time holding a rather grumpy looking, large ginger cat.

      

      “My husband cannot know that we spoke again,” she said to him in a hurried whisper. “I’m sure he has no idea where Cecilia is, but if you need to speak to Archie, and he is not at the Baxters’ shop, you may find him at my brother’s old house—he stands to inherit it and is doing some work on the house.”

      

      “Thank you, Mrs. Mowbray!” Nicholas whispered back. “Thank you!”

      

      Quickly, she gave him directions to the house in question, placed the cat on the ground and returned to the house.

      

      Nicholas untied his horse’s bridle, quickly climbed into the saddle and set off at a gallop. Mrs. Mowbray had insisted that Archie would not know where Cecilia was, but it was the only lead, and he felt that he must follow it. Perhaps Archie knew something that would point Nicholas in the right direction, even if he did not know where Cecilia actually was.
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      Cecilia was dreaming, I must be dreaming, I will wake up safely in my bed and think what a strange and terrible dream I have just had. But even as she thought this, she knew that it was not true. She could feel the stone wall against her back, the earthen floor upon which she sat.

      

      She must have fallen asleep—no, I was knocked unconscious. Archie hit me so hard that I was actually knocked unconscious. Cecilia did not know how long she had been in the cellar, but she thought it must have been hours. She was hungry and thirsty, and in addition to the throbbing in her head, her whole body now ached from sitting on the floor.

      

      However long she had been there, she could still not believe that it was Archie who had hit her, Archie who had brought her here, Archie who had stolen her away from her father’s house. She had loved him as a brother, never realizing that he had wanted more. How could I have been so stupid?

      

      As her senses slowly returned to her, Cecilia realized that Archie was sitting on the floor next to her, crying quietly, his head in his hands. She took advantage of his distraction to continue working on loosening the fabric binding her hands.

      

      After a moment Archie realized that she was awake and turned toward her. “Oh, Cecilia. Oh, thank goodness, you’re awake!” he said, between sobs. “I didn’t mean to hurt you, Cecilia, I swear it.”

      

      This new, crying version of Archie was somehow more terrifying than the angry one Cecilia had seen earlier. She knew that she must be careful not to make him angry once again.

      “I know, Archie,” she said quietly, swallowing her anger. “I know that you didn’t mean to hurt me.”

      

      “I didn’t!” he said again, “I didn’t mean it, you just—you just made me so angry! Why did you do that, Cecilia? Why did you make me so angry?”

      

      Cecilia had no idea how to respond to a question such as this. Why had she made him angry? I certainly didn’t mean to make him angry! She was unable to stop herself from crying now, too. She began to shake as the tears ran down her cheeks.

      

      “I’m sorry, Archie, I didn’t mean to make you angry,” she cried. “I just want to go home!”

      

      “Cecilia, you are not listening to me,” Archie said, with the tone of an adult explaining something to a child. “This is your home now. Of course, I will take over your father’s business eventually, but this house will be grander than his, once I’ve fixed it up. And we will have several children, so we will need the space.”

      

      Cecilia stared at him in disbelief. Nothing he said made sense, but she knew now that this nonsensical version was the true Archie. Her friend for all those years had been a character he played. He would never do this to her, could never have let her cry without offering some comfort.

      

      “I shall be successful enough that you will no longer need to work in the shop—it would not be proper for a wife to work, and you will be a perfectly proper wife,” he continued waxing poetic about the future he imagined for them. “You shall have this whole beautiful house to manage, and in which to raise our children.”

      

      Cecilia had redoubled her efforts to free her hands, and finally managed to slip her right hand out of the binding. The fabric was still wound tightly around her left hand, but that no longer mattered. She hid her hands in the folds of her skirt so that he could not see that she had escaped her bonds, and waited for the perfect moment to make her move, tears still rolling down her cheeks.
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        * * *

      

      Nicholas set off at a gallop and soon found himself approaching a brick house with an overgrown front garden and vines creeping up its face. He dismounted and tied up his horse before approaching the house. No candles shone through the windows, so that the house had an empty, disused look about it.

      

      Not wanting to announce his presence before he knew what was inside, Nicholas walked stealthily around the perimeter of the building. Behind the back of the house, he saw a horse tied up, and he recognized it as the one Cecilia had ridden when they had run into each other in town.

      

      He felt a surge of hope as he realized that this almost certainly meant that Cecilia was here. Perhaps she had come with Archie to help him work on the house.

      

      Approaching the servant’s entrance at the back of the house, Nicholas peered through a window into the kitchen. Other than a thick layer of dust, the kitchen appeared to be in order, except for a table and chairs pushed to the side of the room. Tracks in the dust on the floor showed where they had originally been positioned.

      

      And there, in the middle of the floor, directly under where the table would have been positioned, was a trap door. There must have been a cellar under the kitchen floor. Given the position of the table and chairs, Nicholas thought that he would be likely to find Cecilia and Archie down there.

      

      Nicholas checked the door and was relieved to find it unbarred. He was sure that he could have broken it down if necessary, but this was easier, and less likely to draw attention. The afternoon light was fading, and there was no fire in the kitchen hearth, no lantern or candle burning anywhere. With each passing moment, the room grew dimmer.

      

      Nicholas crept carefully to the trap door and opened it slowly, the hinges gave only the slightest squeak as the door opened. The ladder beneath him led into a deeper darkness, and Nicholas could not see what awaited him below. A sense of foreboding began to rise in Nicholas, Why would Cecilia and Archie be working in the dark?

      

      Nicholas crept down the ladder, quiet as a cat. He was careful to place his feet gently on each rung, so as to make as little noise as possible. Before his eyes had a chance to adjust to the total darkness of the cellar, he heard a man’s voice. After a moment, he recognized it as Archie.

      

      “There now Cecilia, you see there is no need to cry,” Archie said. “Just do not make me angry, and I promise I shall never hurt you again.”

      

      Nicholas felt a pang of confusion, followed by fear and then rage, all in the span of just a few seconds. Archie was holding Cecilia in a dark cellar, and promising never to hurt her again. Never again—meaning that he has hurt her before. Damn the man, I swear I shall kill him.

      

      Throwing caution to the wind, Nicholas allowed his body to take over. He ran across the room without a thought for how much noise he was making, or what he would do if Archie attacked him immediately. He could no longer think strategically; all he could think of was Cecilia.

      

      The idea of her in danger had sent waves of panic through him for the past several hours. Now, the thought of her hurt created a rage within him that overshadowed that panic, as well any other emotion he might have felt.

      

      As he rushed through the darkness Nicholas felt around him for something that could be used as a weapon. In addition to Archie’s voice, he could now hear Cecilia crying. Following the sound of her cries, Nicholas approached, picking up a broom with a long wooden handle as he passed.

      

      The air was cold and smelled musty. Nicholas calculated that Cecilia had likely been trapped down here for at least six hours. She must be freezing by now.

      

      As he approached Archie and Cecilia, his eyes began to adjust to the darkness, and he was able to make out their outlines. Archie was pacing back and forth, he seemed almost unsure of what to do. Cecilia was sitting against the wall. Her hair was disheveled, and her face was smudged with dirt, and streaked with tears.

      

      Archie had not seen Nicholas approaching; he kept his eyes trained on Cecilia at all times. After a few seconds, however, Cecilia’s eyes widened in disbelief. Nicholas raised a finger to his lips, warning her to be quiet. Cecilia nodded at him, ever so slightly.

      

      Nicholas walked as quietly as he could manage toward Archie, raising the broom handle high in both hands. He was about to bring the handle down upon Archie’s head, but Archie must have sensed a presence behind him. He turned around and lunged at Nicholas, who brought the broom handle down on Archie’s shoulder instead of his head.

      

      Archie yelled out in pain, but continued to lunge at Nicholas, swinging his right fist in front of him, his left arm hanging temporarily lifeless at his side. Nicholas lunged forward and raised an arm to block Archie’s swing, pushing him backwards.

      

      Suddenly, Cecilia jumped to her feet and grabbed Archie from behind. A length of fabric hung from one of her wrists. Nicholas watched as Cecilia wrapped her arms around Archie’s neck. He stumbled momentarily, and then fell backwards landing on top of Cecilia on the earthen floor.

      

      “Cecilia!” Nicholas yelled, “Are you all right, Cecilia?”

      

      “Get out of my house!” Archie screamed. “She is no concern of yours, you arrogant, interfering, fool!”

      

      “She is my fiancé; her safety is my only concern!” Nicholas yelled. “It is my job to protect her from a madman such as you.”

      

      “No, it isn’t right!” Archie screamed, rolling off of Cecilia, who sat up with a groan. “I have loved her for years! I have been there with her, working alongside her. I had a plan, until you arrived with your ridiculous fancy clothes and carriages. I will not allow you to take her from me!”

      

      “I did not take her from you,” Nicholas said, disgusted by the man lying on the floor in front of him. “She is not a thing to be taken. I love her, and she loves me. It is as simple as that.”

      

      “Don’t be absurd,” Archie said contemptuously. “I know that she is not a thing, but that does not change the fact that I deserve to have her for my wife!”

      

      “That’s enough, Archie.” Cecilia said, speaking for the first time since Nicholas had arrived. Her voice was quiet, but firm. “I am sorry that you are frustrated, but I love Nicholas, and I will not marry you, no matter what you say to me. And I shall never forgive you for what you have done here today.”

      

      “But Cecilia,” Archie said, his voice pleading and pathetic, “can’t you see that I was only trying to protect you? What good has ever come of your romance with the Marquess? It has brought the wrath of the Duchess upon your father! Can’t you see that she will never accept you? That you can never truly be a part of his world?”

      

      “Do not speak to her like that!” Nicholas yelled, aiming a kick at Archie, who rolled out of the way, onto his hands and knees, before standing up to face Nicholas.

      

      Archie lifted his arm to swing at Nicholas, but this time, when Nicholas swung his broom handle, his aim was true. He hit Archie over the head with a sickening crack, and Archie fell immediately to the floor.

      

      He landed next to Cecilia, who quickly moved away from him, swinging her legs to kick him once in the side, whether on purpose or by accident, Nicholas did not know. He found that he did not care whether the kick had been purposeful—seeing it had reminded him that Cecilia was alive and well, and strong enough to kick her legs.

      

      The relief that washed over him was like no other feeling he had ever experienced. It was so overwhelming that he felt tears welling in his eyes.

      

      “Oh Cecilia!” he cried out. “Are you hurt, my love? What did he do to you? Did he hurt you?”

      

      “I’m all right, I think,” she replied, with a slight tremble in her voice. “He must have hit me over the head in the workshop, I don’t remember anything strange before waking up here with no idea how I had gotten here.”

      

      “What happened once he brought you here?” Nicholas asked.

      

      “He hit me again, and knocked me unconscious. He tried to kiss me after I woke up, and he accused me trying to seduce him.” She cast her eyes down as she finished this statement.

      

      “Oh, Cecilia!” Nicholas exclaimed.

      

      “I swear to you, I never gave him any reason to believe that I had romantic feelings toward him, you must believe me!”

      

      “No doubt he fell for your beauty and natural charm, but if you say that you did nothing to encourage his affections, then that is all that I need to know.”

      

      “I swear it, Nicholas,” she said. “I never even knew of his feelings toward me until tonight, so I could not have encouraged them, even if I had wanted to!”

      

      “Of course not, Cecilia,” Nicholas said, taking her in his arms. “I know, I do. Hush now, I will never let him hurt you again.”

      

      Cecilia leaned into his embrace, and he felt her shivering in the cold cellar air. Nicholas pulled off his wool coat and wrapped it around her.

      

      “Th-thank you!” she said, sounding relieved.

      

      “I suppose we had best get you home safely,” Nicholas said. “Your father is worried sick about you.”

      

      “What shall we do with…?” Cecilia said, tilting her head toward Archie’s lifeless form on the floor.

      

      Nicholas knelt down to examine the situation. Archie was passed out cold, on the floor. His breathing was shallow, but it was steady, and Nicholas felt sure that he would wake up eventually and be fine. Nicholas did not relish the idea of becoming a killer, but he was not entirely relieved that Archie was more or less unharmed.

      

      “I suppose we shall have to tie the fool up and bring him to the constable,” he said, somewhat reluctantly.

      

      Cecilia looked at Archie and pursed her lips. She handed Nicholas the length of fabric that had been used to bind her wrists, and Nicholas used it to tie Archie’s wrists together. Nicholas then threw Archie over his shoulder and carried him across the cellar and up the stairs into the kitchen. He placed Archie unceremoniously on the kitchen floor before returning to the basement to retrieve Cecilia.
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        * * *

      

      Cecilia waited in the cellar for Nicholas to return, and when he did, he embraced her firmly. Cecilia pressed her body close to Nicholas’ and kissed him, holding on to him as though her life depended upon it. She loved him deeply and she felt safer in his arms than she ever had anywhere else. As he continued to kiss her, she opened her lips to his, and moaned deeply when his tongue began to caress hers.

      

      She was surprised at her own eager response to the touch of his lips. Her heart beat faster as the intensity of their kissing increased. Suddenly, she no longer felt cold. Heat was spreading through her body, radiating outward from the core of her. She felt an aching in her loins that was unlike anything she had ever experienced.

      

      Nicholas’ hands were moving up and down her body, holding her close to him and feeling the curve of her hips. Her own hands were clenched tightly against his back. She could feel the strain of his muscles against his coat.

      

      Nicholas moved his lips away from hers and kissed along the smooth slope of her neck. Cecilia moaned once again; the sensation of his lips against her neck was a new form of pleasure. He continued to lower his mouth, now licking and nibbling at her collar bone.

      

      Cecilia’s feelings of desire were mingled with fear, exhaustion, and anger after everything that had happened to her today. After a moment, she reluctantly slid out of his embrace and looked down at the floor. How can I explain to him how I feel? I hardly understand it myself.

      

      “I’m sorry, I…I cannot…”

      

      “Shh…” Nicholas said, holding her close, “there is no need to apologize, my darling. I am sorry, I quite lost control of myself, when I ought to be worrying about getting you to safety.”

      

      “Oh Nicholas!” Cecilia said. “You rescued me, I shall never be able to thank you enough! There is nothing at all to apologize for.”

      

      “Come, darling,” Nicholas said, kindly, “let us get you back home to safety. Everything else can wait.”

      

      Nicholas would have liked to hold her in his arms for the rest of his life—but right now, he needed to get her home safely. He hoisted Archie over his shoulder once again, taking no pains to avoid hurting him further. Then he walked out of the kitchen into the night air, with Cecilia at his side.

      

      His stallion was tied up next to Cecilia’s horse in the yard, and he headed toward them.

      

      “Will you consent to ride double with me?” Nicholas asked Cecilia, “I can lash this buffoon to the saddle of your horse and bring him with us. After I see you safely home, I shall take him to the constable to have him arrested.”

      

      Cecilia seemed to be in a bit of a daze, but she agreed to this plan readily. She averted her eyes from Archie to avoid looking at him, and Nicholas felt a pang of sympathy. What must it feel like to be betrayed by someone you believed to be a friend?
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      Cecilia felt a wave of relief as she left the house where she had been held captive. If Archie had his way, she would have spent her life in that house as his wife, raising his children. And he had said that she would no longer need to work, as though she should be relieved at the idea.

      

      Cecilia rode double with Nicholas toward her father’s house, her body relaxing into his arms. He guided his stallion with ease, and held the bridle of her horse, carrying her former friend. Nicholas was in control, and Cecilia loved him for it. Still, a worry had crept into her mind that she could not seem to shake loose.

      

      “Nicholas?” she said, sounding more nervous than she actually felt.

      

      “Yes, Cecilia?” he responded, his tone so full of love and concern that it brought tears to her eyes.

      

      “I love you,” she said quickly. After all, this was the most important part, everything else was mere details and would fall into place, she felt sure.

      

      “I love you too, Cecilia!” he said, sounding relieved. “I am so sorry for what that…beast…did to you. I cannot tell you how relieved I feel to have you back by my side!”

      

      Cecilia breathed in deeply, taking comfort in his solid presence beside her. She could feel a wave of desire roll through her body, even though she was exhausted and her body was sore.

      

      “Archie said that I was a fool to believe that I could be a part of your world. And that you could never truly understand me.” Cecilia said, nervous to hear Nicholas’ thoughts on the matter.

      

      “Archie,” Nicholas said, with an edge of anger in his voice, “is a fool, and a madman, let us not waste time worrying about his ravings.”

      

      “Of course, you are right about that.” Cecilia said, feeling slight relief at his insistence, “Still, we do come from very different worlds. And perhaps I would not make a proper wife. I should like to continue my work in the woodshop after we are wed.”

      

      Nicholas sighed deeply, and then began to speak. His tone was steady and kind. “Cecilia, it’s true that we come from very different worlds, but in the end, we are two people in love with each other, and that is all that matters. I would never claim to understand everything about you. You are the most fascinating person I have ever encountered, and I hope to learn more about you every day for the rest of my life!”

      

      It was the perfect answer, and it was exactly how Cecilia felt too. “Oh, Nicholas!” she said, “I do love you!”

      

      “As for your work,” he continued, “as long as it brings you joy, I have no objections to you continuing to do it! After all, I would be quite happy to spend the rest of our lives discussing the geometric principles involved in designing bookshelves.”

      

      Cecilia laughed and felt some of the tension leaving her body as they continued to ride toward her home.

      

      “My love,” Nicholas said, after a few moments of riding in silence.

      

      “Hmmm?” she sighed in response.

      

      “I would like for us to be wed as soon as possible. I fear that I cannot wait much longer!”

      

      “I should like that too, Nicholas,” she replied. “But shouldn’t we at least wait until after your sister’s debut? You did promise your mother, didn’t you?”

      

      “I did,” he said reluctantly. “But surely she will see that circumstances have changed, given the danger you were in today. I cannot stand the thought of being apart from you. And I am quite certain that Isobel won’t mind.”

      

      “Are you sure?” Cecilia asked, “Your sister seems like a very reasonable sort of person, but her debut is terribly important, and I should hate to provide any distraction.”

      

      “I shall speak to her as soon as possible, but in truth, I believe that she already has her mind set on marrying the Duke of Westfield,” he said with a chuckle, “and the rogue seems rather keen to oblige her, so I expect that her time as a debutante may be quite short!”

      

      “I see,” Cecilia said with a smile. “Well I hope they will be very happy with one another.”
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        * * *

      

      They had not been riding for very long when they arrived at Cecilia’s home. Nicholas dismounted and helped Cecilia down from the stallion’s back before tying him up in the front yard. He put his arm around her shoulder to support her as they walked up to the house.

      

      Cecilia knew that she ought to be concerned about someone seeing them touch, but she was too exhausted to care. She could not bring herself to worry about the opinions of her neighbors. Until today, it had been her opinion that Archie was her best friend, practically like a brother, and now she saw how wrong that had been. Let the neighbors think her a harlot, she would know it was not true.

      

      When they walked through the front door, they found her father pacing about the kitchen, talking animatedly to a man that Cecilia did not recognize. Mrs. Williams was busy making tea for both men.

      

      “I am certain of it—my Cecilia would not just run off without leaving word of where she was going and why.” Her father was muttering as he paced.

      

      “Papa!” Cecilia cried out, when she saw him, and ran to embrace him. The look on his face passed from shock to relief in the span of just mere seconds. He hugged her tight and kissed her cheek, tears glistening in his eyes.

      

      “Cece?” He cried out in shock, then the questions followed. “Oh Cece, thank goodness you have returned! What happened? Where have you been? Are you hurt? What happened to you? Did someone take you? Did someone hurt you? Please, Cece, tell me are you all right?”

      

      He was talking so fast, and repeating himself in his haste, that Cecilia could hardly make out the words he was saying.

      

      “Papa,” she said, in the calmest voice she could manage, “I’m fine. I’m exhausted, and my head is aching, but I shall be all right.”

      

      Her father stepped back, keeping his hands on her arms and looking her over carefully, as though trying to confirm what she had said. “You’re fine, oh, thank goodness you’re fine! But, Cece, where were you? What happened to you?”

      

      The man she did not recognize introduced himself then. “Miss Baxter, My Lord, I am Mr. Keating, the constable. If you could tell me what has happened tonight, I would be much obliged.”

      

      Cecilia wanted desperately to go to sleep and speak no more of what had happened that day. But she knew that she would have to explain sooner or later, and at least some part of her understood that waiting would not make the process any easier. Steeling herself, Cecilia told what had happened.

      

      When she had finished her retelling, her father sat in stunned silence for several seconds. When he finally regained his voice, it shook with anger. “Archie! How dare he do that to you? After all that we have done for him!”

      

      “Now, Miss Baxter, I am sorry to have to ask this,” Mr. Keating said. “But you said that Mr. Mowbray accused you of trying to seduce him.”

      

      “Yes, he did.”

      

      “And is there any truth to that claim?”

      

      “No!” Cecilia yelled, feeling anger rising inside her

      

      “Now, Miss, there’s no need to get upset, I only meant to say—a young man like Mr. Mowbray could read more into something than you intended. Are you sure that you never did anything that would make him believe…?”

      

      “Anything that would make him believe that I wanted to be hit over the head, tied up, and held in a musty cellar?” Cecilia said, her voice shaking with anger. “I can assure you, that I did not!”

      

      “All right, Miss Baxter,” the constable said, his voice calm and steady. “There’s no need for all that. I’m merely trying to understand the situation.”

      

      “Cecilia is my fiancé,” Nicholas said, his contempt for the constable’s line of questioning evident in his voice. “I assure you that she did nothing to encourage this madman’s fantasy. If she had, why would he have needed to kidnap her?”

      

      “Hmm…” said the constable, rubbing his chin in thought, “well, I suppose you make a good point about that.”

      

      Cecilia’s father placed a hand on her shoulder and said firmly, “Mr. Keating, if my daughter says that she did nothing to encourage Archie, then you may be completely certain, that she did nothing to encourage him!”

      

      Cecilia was surprised to hear intense anger in her father’s voice. Of course, he had reason to be angry, but he has always been so calm, and now he seems prepared to beat Archie senseless, if Nicholas hadn’t done it first.

      

      “I knocked Archie out in the process of rescuing Cecilia,” Nicholas said, calmly. “He is tied up in the yard right now. Perhaps you should speak to him when he wakes up, constable.”

      

      “Yes, I suppose that I should.” Mr. Keating said, “My Lord, please show me where he is, and we shall decide what to do from there.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicholas assured himself that Cecilia was safe and well before leaving the house. He went with Mr. Keating to the yard, where Archie was still tied up and slung across the back of Cecilia’s horse.

      

      The constable had lit a torch from a candle inside the house, and used it now to look closely at Archie. It had now been over two hours, and Nicholas felt a pang of fear—if he has not awoken in that time, perhaps I have killed him. He would not cry over the loss of a madman who had kidnapped his true love, but he did not fancy himself a killer.

      

      Nicholas pulled Archie from the horse, and placed him on the ground. From this position he could see the rise and fall of Archie’s chest, and felt a moment of relief, followed immediately by a resurgence of anger. He kicked Archie in the side, not so gently now, and heard a satisfying groan from his victim.

      

      The constable stepped forward to examine Archie. “This is him?” he asked. “The one who kidnapped Miss Baxter?”

      

      “This is him,” Nicholas replied. “Archie Mowbray, Mr. Baxter’s apprentice for the past several years.”

      

      “All right, then, get up Mr. Mowbray!” Mr. Keating said as Archie began to stir on the ground in front of them.

      

      “What?” Archie said, sounding groggy as he sat up and looked at the scene around him. “What is happening? Who are you?”

      

      “I am Robert Keating, Constable. I am here because you have been accused of kidnapping Miss Cecilia Baxter.”

      

      “What?” Archie said again, still sounding confused and groggy. He shook his head in disbelief, as though he thought the scene in front of him might disappear if he could only shake it loose from his head.

      

      “Archie Mowbray, did you or did you not kidnap Cecilia Baxter?” the constable said, speaking slowly and clearly to ensure that he was understood.

      

      “I…” Archie said, standing up and looking around him. “I didn’t kidnap her. I merely brought her to my uncle’s house to talk. We are going to be married, and I wanted to show her the house. My uncle’s house. Well, really, it will be my house when we are wed.”

      

      “Well, you see now, Mr. Mowbray, the funny thing is, Miss Baxter says that you brought her to your uncle’s house against her will and held her hostage.” Mr. Keating said. “She says that she will not marry you. Now, what am I to make of that?”

      

      “Well, I’m not sure what would make her say that,” Archie said, looking at his feet.

      

      “I have an idea of what would make her say that,” Nicholas said coldly. “Perhaps it might be because she is engaged to marry me.”

      

      “You!” Archie said, contemptuously, “Engaged to marry you! It’s absurd! You cannot possibly love her as I do! You could never really understand her like I can!”

      

      To Nicholas’ surprise, Archie began to cry then. Mr. Keating made a disgusted noise in the back of his throat. “All right now, there’s no need for that Mr. Mowbray.”

      

      Archie continued to cry in spite of Mr. Keating’s words. “Cecilia belongs to me!” he said, sounding like a petulant child, arguing over a favorite toy.

      

      “That is not for you to decide!” Nicholas yelled at Archie in disgust.

      

      “Enough!” said the constable, in a booming, authoritative voice, “now that’s enough from both of you. Mr. Mowbray, you are under arrest for kidnapping, and now I must escort you to gaol to await your trial.”

      

      Archie’s hands were still bound together at the wrist, so there was no need for Mr. Keating to use any additional restraints. He pulled Archie to his feet and began to lead him out of the yard. “Thank you for your help with this matter, My Lord,” he said, with a slight bow to Nicholas.

      

      “Thank you, constable, I’m sure that my fiancé will sleep more securely tonight knowing that Mr. Mowbray is in gaol.”

      

      Nicholas returned to the kitchen, where he found Cecilia sitting at the table, drinking a cup of tea. Her father sat next to her with his arm around her shoulder, and they both looked exhausted.

      

      Nicholas told them what had happened in the yard, and both Cecilia and her father expressed feelings of relief that Archie had been taken away. Still, Nicholas could not help noting that Cecilia looked more numb than relieved. I suppose I would feel quite numb in her position, as well.

      

      “Cecilia, perhaps you should try to get some sleep,” Nicholas suggested.

      

      She looked up at him, and he thought he could read a myriad of competing emotions in her eyes. She was exhausted, that was clear, but she also looked at him longingly, as though she wanted him to stay.

      

      “I promise that I shall return to check on you tomorrow,” he assured her.

      

      “All right,” Cecilia said, stifling a yawn. “I suppose that a good night’s sleep would do me some good.”

      

      “I quite agree with Lord Nicholas!” her father said, “Shall I help you upstairs?”

      

      “No, Papa, thank you, but I don’t need any help.”

      

      Nicholas longed to take her in his arms and kiss her goodnight, but he knew that he could not do that in front of her father. He supposed that Cecilia really did need sleep more than anything else at this point, and kissing her was unlikely to help her get to sleep.

      

      “Good night, Cecilia,” Nicholas said. “I shall see you tomorrow.” And with that, he walked out of the house, mounted his stallion, and headed back to Huxley Manor.
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        * * *

      

      Cecilia woke the next morning relieved to find herself in her own bed, in her own room. Her head was still aching, but less than it had been the night before. Her body was stiff as she got up from bed, but as she walked across the room to the washstand, she felt her muscles begin to loosen.

      

      Cecilia poured water from the pitcher into the basin and splashed her face. She examined her face in the looking glass. The shadow of a bruise covered the left side of her jaw, and she winced when her fingertips grazed it.

      

      Memories of the previous day came flooding back to her all at once, and she felt the urge to run rising in her chest. Cecilia took three deep breaths, in…and out…, to calm herself. Nicholas rescued me—I am home, and I am safe. She repeated this process a few times until she felt herself returning to a calm state of mind.

      

      Carefully, Cecilia changed from her nightgown into a simple work dress before going downstairs to breakfast. Mrs. Williams and her father were waiting for her in the kitchen. They had been speaking in hushed tones, but fell silent when she entered the room. Mrs. Williams turned immediately to the hearth and began stoking the fire.

      

      “Will you be wanting some tea, Miss Baxter?” she asked cheerfully. “And perhaps a bit of toast? Or would you prefer eggs this morning, we have some fresh if you like.”

      

      “Thank you, Mrs. Williams,” Cecilia said, sitting down at the kitchen table, “tea and toast would be lovely.”

      

      “How are you feeling this morning, Cece?” her father asked, sounding grave and looking concerned.

      

      “I’m all right, Papa, truly,” she replied, feeling tired but not unwell. “It is only a few bumps and bruises, but fortunately I was rescued before…he could do any real harm.”

      

      She had meant to say Archie’s name, but found that the word stuck in her throat. She could not believe that after all of their years of friendship he could betray her so terribly. I trusted him; how could I have been so foolish?

      

      “Cece, I promise you, if he ever shows his face here again, he will sorely regret it!” Her father slammed his fist on the table with uncharacteristic force. He was a gentle soul, in spite of his strength, and Cecilia had rarely seen him so angry. His anger caught her off guard, but it felt comforting to know that between him and Nicholas, Archie would never be able to hurt her again.

      

      Cecilia ate her toast and drank her tea in silence. The tea warmed her thoroughly and she felt more comfortable with each sip that she took. When she had finished her breakfast, her father spoke again.

      

      “Cece, why don’t you take today to rest? Perhaps you could read a book, or get some sleep. After the ordeal that you have been through, it might be best.”

      

      “No!” she said firmly, causing her father to look shocked by her tone. “I’m sorry, I just mean that I would prefer to keep myself busy today. Surely there is plenty of work still to be done, and now that…now that it is only you and me working, we cannot afford to be idle.”

      

      “Oh,” her father replied, sounding skeptical. “I suppose if you think that keeping busy would help. I just worry that you may overtax yourself.”

      

      “I promise that I shall go carefully, Papa,” Cecilia said in a soothing voice. “If I grow weary, or I am feeling unwell, I promise that I shall leave the shop straight away and return to my bed without a word of protest.”

      

      “All right then, I suppose we should be getting to work after all,” he replied with a rueful grin that Cecilia recognized as the face he always made when she had bested him in an argument.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Cecilia and her father were at work in the shop when they heard the door open. Cecilia finished sanding the spoke of a wagon wheel and set it down carefully before turning to see Mrs. Williams in the doorway.

      

      “The Marquess of Clive is here to see you, Miss,” Mrs. Williams said, winking to her as she said it.

      

      “Thank you, Mrs. Williams,” Cecilia replied, smiling kindly at the old housekeeper. “Please show him in.”

      

      Nicholas walked into the shop, and Cecilia’s heart beat faster in her chest. No matter how many times she saw him, she never grew accustomed to how handsome he was. Perhaps when they were man and wife, spending all of their days and nights together for the rest of their lives, she would grow used to it, but perhaps I might not.

      

      “Mr. Baxter, Miss Baxter, I wanted to come and see how you are doing today,” he said, removing his hat and bowing his head slightly.

      

      “That is very kind of you, My Lord,” Cecilia’s father replied. “I’ve suggested that Cecilia might like to rest today, but she insists that working will do her more good.”

      

      Her father looked from Cecilia to Nicholas and back again. He seemed to be hoping that Nicholas would reinforce his view on the matter. Nicholas looked at Cecilia with a smile.

      

      “I’m sure that Cecilia knows best what she needs right now,” he said firmly, but kindly. “If I could steal her away from her work for just a moment though, I had hoped that we might discuss some wedding preparations?”

      

      “Oh, certainly, I see no problem with that,” her father replied, “as long as Cecilia agrees, of course.”

      

      Cecilia laughed at the two men talking about her. “Of course,” she said, and led Nicholas into the kitchen, where they sat at the table.

      

      Mrs. Williams was working in the kitchen and offered them tea while they talked. Cecilia took another cup, even though she had just had some with her breakfast, and Nicholas joined her.

      

      “I have spoken with Isobel, and she has no objection to us marrying before her debut,” Nicholas said. “Cecilia, would you do me the honor of marrying me tomorrow?”

      

      Cecilia’s jaw dropped open momentarily. They had discussed having the wedding soon, but she had not really thought that it would happen so quickly.

      

      “Of course, if you would prefer to wait…” Nicholas began to say, sounding uncertain.

      

      “No!” Cecilia said, firmly. “I would love to marry you tomorrow! I would love to marry you right now, but I suppose tomorrow will have to do.”

      

      “It will have to be a small wedding, something simple. Will you mind terribly if it is not a formal affair?”

      

      “I think that I should prefer it that way,” she said, feeling a sense of relief. She did not care about the wedding, she cared only about being Nicholas’ wife, and everything that entailed. The sooner they were wed, the sooner they could spend hours alone together. The mere idea made Cecilia’s pulse quicken and her mouth go dry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 32

          

        

      

    

    
      The Bishop gave Nicholas and Cecilia a dispensation–in exchange for a generous donation–allowing them to be married right away in the parish church near Cecilia’s childhood home. Her father and Mrs. Williams were in attendance, along with Nicholas’ parents, the Duke and Duchess of Huxley. Lady Isobel Lymington stood up for Cecilia as her maid of honor, and the Duke of Westfield was Nicholas’ best man.

      

      Before the ceremony began, the Duchess of Huxley had taken Cecilia aside to speak to her privately.

      

      “Miss Baxter, I feel that I owe you an apology,” she had said. “I’m sure that you can understand why I did not wish for my son to marry you.”

      

      Cecilia said nothing to this, but raised one eyebrow in what she thought was a good impression of the cold look the Duchess had so often given to her.

      

      The Duchess sighed, “All right, perhaps you cannot understand why. The truth is that it does not matter. After today we shall be family. In time you shall give me grandchildren. It is not right that there should be bad feelings between us.”

      

      “I agree, Your Grace,” Cecilia said, keeping her voice cool and emotionless.

      

      “Well,” the Duchess continued, “please accept my apology for the way that I treated you and your father in the past several months. I hope that we can move past our differences. My only hope is for Nicholas to be happy.”

      

      “That is my only hope as well, Your Grace,” Cecilia said firmly. At that she had bowed her head and walked away to finish preparing for the ceremony.

      

      She had considered wearing the gown Lady Isobel had given her for her upcoming debut, as it was by far the finest thing that she owned. However, in the end, she decided to wear a simpler gown that had been her mother’s.

      

      When she walked down the aisle of the church, arm in arm with her father, wearing her mother’s gown, Cecilia felt surrounded by love. Waiting for her at the end of the aisle, was the man she loved. The man who had rescued her from kidnapping, who had risked scandal, and the wrath of his family to be with her.

      

      Nicholas wore a velvet waistcoat of a deep-plum color that complemented his auburn hair perfectly. Cecilia felt a sudden urge to run to him and lose herself in his arms, but she knew that she must control herself. It only took a few seconds longer to walk down the aisle at a respectable pace, after all.

      

      When the priest pronounced them “man and wife” and told Nicholas “You may now kiss the bride,” Cecilia felt suddenly shy. Kissing Nicholas was one of her greatest pleasures in life, but it had always been done in private. Nicholas seemed to have no such reservations, though, and Cecilia soon lost sight of hers.
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        * * *

      

      Once the ceremony had ended, and the wedding party had toasted the happy couple at Mr. Baxter’s cottage, Cecilia and Nicholas set off for London by carriage. The Duke of Westfield would be remaining in Huxley Manor, but had offered the newlyweds the use of his townhouse for a short honeymoon.

      

      Nicholas insisted that he would take Cecilia on a proper honeymoon to Europe in the spring, but Cecilia thought that a few days alone together in London sounded extremely luxurious.

      

      “Perhaps I can take some time to acquaint myself with the house and make some sketches for the pieces my father and I will be making for you,” Cecilia had said, when the Duke of Westfield made his offer.

      

      The Duke had merely laughed at this and said, “Oh, you needn’t worry about that, My Lady. Please just enjoy your honeymoon!”
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        * * *

      

      Cecilia and Nicholas arrived in London later that afternoon. They had spent the carriage ride kissing and embracing, but had done no more than that. When they finally arrived at the Duke of Westfield’s townhouse, Cecilia felt as though every nerve in her body was on fire. She was filled with so much desire that she felt she might burst.

      

      Upon their arrival, the Duke of Westfield’s servants greeted them and brought their things into the house. Cecilia found it strange to be called “My Lady,” but she supposed she would get used to it eventually. Once they had brought their trunks into the house, the servants made themselves scarce.

      

      Knowing very little about the usual behavior of servants, Cecilia could not be sure whether this was normal. Perhaps the Duke of Westfield had instructed his servants to leave the newlyweds alone. Cecilia blushed at this thought, but could hardly be mad if this were true. Now that she was finally alone with her husband, she felt a thrill of desire course through her whole body.

      

      Once they were alone, they could not wait to touch each another. They began to kiss, passionately, in the drawing room, not bothering to move to the bedchamber. Swiftly, Nicholas began to unlace the bodice of her gown. Cecilia raised her hands to help him, eager to be rid of the fabric separating her body from his.

      

      “I’m sorry my love,” he said, breathless, when her hands touched his, “shall I stop?”

      

      “No!” Cecilia said, desperately wanting him to continue. “I was merely helping you along.” She untied the laces and pulled her gown over her head, so that she stood before him in only a thin linen shift.

      

      Nicholas looked at her, a glint in his eyes, and his lips slightly parted. Quickly, he removed his vest, breeches, and shirt. Cecilia had never seen anything so beautiful. She lunged toward him and kissed him once again, urgently, possessively.

      

      Nicholas broke their kiss momentarily so that he could remove Cecilia’s shift. She felt her breasts bouncing slightly as she raised and then lowered her arms. She saw Nicholas staring at her breasts and smiled to herself, before leaning in to kiss him.

      

      As they kissed, Nicholas inched Cecilia backwards, until she was standing right up against the table at the edge of the room. He placed his hands on her hips and lifted her onto the table where she sat in front of him. Cecilia breathed in sharply as he pushed her knees apart and stood between them.

      

      He leaned in to kiss her again, moving his lips down her neck, past her collar bone and to her breasts. He took her right nipple into his mouth and sucked. Cecilia felt a wave of pleasure and her breath caught in her throat. She ran her fingers through Nicholas’ hair and kissed the top of his head.

      

      His kisses continued to move down her body, and Cecilia placed her hands on the table behind her to brace herself. Nicholas led a trail of kisses down her belly. Surely he does not mean to kiss me down there? The thought was shocking to her and yet strangely appealing.

      

      When Nicholas finally did kiss her between her legs, kneeling on the floor in front of the table, Cecilia gasped, and spread her legs wider. She threw her head back and moaned with pleasure. The sensation was unlike anything she had ever experienced, tense and relaxing at the same time.

      

      Over time, the tension built in her until she felt that she might burst. Just when she thought that she could stand it no longer, she felt the tension release, and waves of pleasure rolled through her body, one after another. She cried out with it, Nicholas stroking her thighs with his hands as he kissed her.

      

      Nicholas trailed kisses along her thighs before standing up and looking at Cecilia’s face. His eyes were dark with desire.

      

      “That was…” Cecilia began, catching her breath between words. “That was amazing.”

      

      “Mmm…” Nicholas said, kissing her neck between each word, “that…is good…to hear, but…I am…not…done…with you…yet.”

      

      “Oh you’re not?” Cecilia asked, her voice playful. “What else did you have in mind?”

      

      Cecilia bit her lip as she considered the possibilities. Nicholas leaned in and kissed her once again. Within a moment, Cecilia was lying down on the table, Nicholas lying on top of her. They continued to kiss as she felt the weight of his body pressing down on hers.

      

      Cecilia could feel him growing hard, pressed against her belly. It was bigger than she expected. She knew how this worked, in theory, but now that the time had come, she felt sure it could not possibly work.

      

      Her mind considered the geometry of the matter. With the length and circumference, him fitting seemed nearly impossible. And yet, her body responded eagerly. She felt an ache deep inside, longing to be filled by him.

      

      Cecilia squirmed beneath him, breathing heavily, and then lifted her hips up to meet him. He entered her slowly, guiding himself with one hand. She felt a stretching sensation and cried out.

      

      Nicholas stopped abruptly, “Have I hurt you?” he asked sounding concerned. “Should I stop?”

      

      “No!” she said quickly. “Please don’t stop! Just be gentle.”

      

      “Gentle,” he repeated, “of course.”

      

      They began again, and this time, Cecilia changed the angle of her hips slightly, lifting them toward Nicholas as he thrust into her. She felt a moment of discomfort at first, but it quickly passed. Soon she felt the ache inside of her beginning to throb. But it was not a painful ache, it was a yearning sensation that craved nothing more than Nicholas.

      

      They moved together to a rhythm set by their bodies. Cecilia could not have said how she knew what to do, but her body seemed to understand exactly what was needed. After a few minutes of this, Cecilia began to feel the same waves of pleasure washing over her that she had experienced earlier.

      

      She cried out in ecstasy and held Nicholas close to her, scratching his back with her fingernails. Her muscles pulsed as her body surrendered to the pleasure it was experiencing. A moment later, Nicholas let out a low, deep moan of pleasure. His body convulsed on top of her, and Cecilia felt the warmth of his release.

      

      After they had finished, Cecilia lay on the table, wrapped up in Nicholas’ arms, both of them breathing deeply. She could hardly believe what she had just experienced. Making love to her husband had been an even greater pleasure than she had expected—and they would be able to do it again any time they pleased.
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        * * *

      

      As it turned out, they were quite lucky that the Duke of Westfield did not expect Cecilia to do any work during the honeymoon. She and Nicholas spent almost all of their time in the bedchamber. They made love more times than Cecilia could count, but they also spent hours kissing, caressing, and exploring one another’s bodies.

      

      Cecilia soon learned that her husband was ticklish in a particular spot just beneath his left ear. She amused herself for hours at a time by kissing him there and watching him squirm and giggle like a child.

      

      In time, they discovered that there were many positions in which to make love, Nicholas did not always need to be on top of her. They tried as many as they could think of, some more successfully than others, but eventually they learned that Cecilia preferred to be on top.

      

      “I rather enjoy letting you take control,” Nicholas said when they had made this discovery.

      

      Cecilia laughed at this and leaned in to kiss him once again. Running her hands down over his body she discovered that he was ready once again.

      

      “Well, well, well, My Lord,” she said in a playful voice, “what have we here?”

      

      “I’m afraid I do not know, My Lady,” he said, breathily, “perhaps you ought to investigate.”

      

      Cecilia remembered the way that he had kissed her between her thighs the first time they had made love, and felt suddenly inspired. Lowering herself down beneath the sheets, she took him in her mouth—kissing and licking him. His moans of pleasure sent a wave of desire through her own body.

      

      She stopped before the final release, teasing him and feeling a strange sense of satisfaction at his frustrated sigh. But she could not deny him for long—she swung one leg over him and straddled his torso. Carefully, using one hand to guide herself, she lowered her hips onto his and they began to rock together in a well-practiced rhythm. It did not take long before they were both crying out in pleasure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33

          

        

      

    

    
      The honeymoon had been a blissful escape, but Nicholas felt that it ended entirely too quickly. When the servants packed their trunks and placed them in the carriage, Nicholas and Cecilia left reluctantly—aware that they must return to their normal life, but not eager to do so.

      

      They returned to Huxley Manor, where Cecilia was given her own suite of rooms. The Duchess had suggested that Nicholas keep his old bedchamber, but he insisted on moving into Cecilia’s and she made no objections to this idea.

      

      Nicholas would have liked to stay in bed with Cecilia all day long, as they had done in London, but the thought of the look on his mother’s face when he finally emerged made him think better of this idea.

      

      “I must admit that I am not eager to spend the day with your mother,” Cecilia said. “But I am quite sure that hiding away in our room will only make things worse when we eventually emerge.”

      

      “Mmm…” Nicholas said sleepily, rolling over to kiss her deeply before sitting up and saying, “I do not doubt that you are right, darling. Besides, my mother seems scarier than she actually is.”

      

      “If you say so,” Cecilia said. “Perhaps in time I will feel the same way.”

      

      “I am quite sure of it,” Nicholas replied, “and in the meantime, there is still much to be done in preparation for Isobel’s debut. I am quite sure that my mother would appreciate your help, even if she is not fully adjusted to the idea of having you as her daughter-in-law.

      When Cecilia and Nicholas joined the family for breakfast, they soon discovered that he had been right. The Duchess asked Cecilia to help her decide how best to set up the furniture in the drawing room and ballroom. Nicholas felt certain that she was only asking for Cecilia’s help with the matter to make her feel useful. Mother has planned enough balls in her lifetime, she knows how best to lay out furniture. Still, he was sure that Cecilia’s eye for proportions would be useful.

      

      “Perhaps I could join you as well,” Nicholas said, eager to spend the day with his new wife, and to be present in case his mother should mistreat her.

      

      Cecilia smiled at him lovingly, and his mother raised her eyebrows, but did not object. Isobel gave him a wink and a rather knowing smile. “Oh Nick, I do appreciate your interest in helping with preparations for my debut!” she said, enthusiastically.

      

      “Of course, Izzy,” his replied, attempting to sound equally enthusiastic. “I am happy to do anything that I can to help.”

      

      When they entered the ballroom, Isobel walked around the room looking at everything she came across. “Obviously we shall need plenty of room for dancing,” she said, looking dreamily around the room.

      

      Cecilia and the Duchess set to work immediately, making notes of which pieces would need to change locations within the ballroom, and which ones would need to be removed entirely. Once or twice, Cecilia moved as though to shift the pieces herself, before remembering that they were only making notes and the servants would move everything later.

      

      It soon became clear that Nicholas was getting in the way of their work, rather than helping.

      

      “Darling,” he said to Cecilia, “would you mind terribly if I went to find Westfield? It seems that you have everything under control here.”

      

      “Of course,” Cecilia said with a smile, “I shall be just fine here.” She turned back to the ballroom and returned to making notes.

      

      Nicholas was pleased to see that Cecilia no longer seemed nervous in his mother’s presence. He smiled to himself as he walked out of the ballroom and headed to the library to find Westfield.
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        * * *

      

      The day of Isobel’s debut had finally arrived. Cecilia was helped into her new gown by Billingsley, who had been promoted to be her personal lady’s maid. Billingsley chatted animatedly about the ball. According to her, the servants talked of hardly anything but who would be in attendance, and who would dance with whom.

      

      It seemed to Cecilia that the servants knew more of what to expect from the ball than she did, no matter how much Nicholas and Isobel assured her that she would be perfectly fine and no one would notice if she forgot someone’s name or title.

      

      Her fears were quickly overshadowed by shock when she saw her own reflection in the looking glass. Her gown was even more beautiful than she had remembered it, and now that it was tailored to fit her perfectly, she felt more beautiful than she ever had in her life. Her hair was styled elegantly, with clusters of curls resting next to each ear, and around her neck she wore a string of pearls that Nicholas had given to her the previous day.

      

      As Billingsley made small adjustments to her hem and cuffs, Cecilia stared at herself in disbelief. She did not look like a carpenter’s daughter. She looked like an aristocrat—and she supposed she had better get used to that, since she was a Marchioness now.

      

      Billingsley brought out a pair of white-satin gloves, with delicate pearl buttons fastening the wrists. They would complement Cecilia’s necklace perfectly. As she pulled the gloves onto her hands, she felt a small scar on her left palm, and was reminded of the time she had cut herself while carving a floral design on a cabinet door.

      

      The cut had been painful at the time, but had healed quickly and left only a small scar. The feel of it under her fingertips made Cecilia feel oddly calm. She was still the same person, in a rough-spun work dress, or a beautiful satin gown.

      

      She had survived countless minor injuries in her years working for her father. She had survived being kidnapped and held hostage by a madman she had once considered a friend. She would survive her sister-in-law’s debutante ball, as well.

      

      Once she was dressed and ready, Nicholas came out of his dressing room to meet her. He looked at her, dumbstruck for a moment, staring at the tops of her breasts, which showed over the fashionably low-cut neckline of her gown. Cecilia smiled at him, knowing exactly what he must be thinking. In fact, she was thinking the same thing. He looked incredibly handsome in his formal tailcoat and breeches.

      

      Nicholas leaned in to kiss her, and she met his lips with hers eagerly. After a minute of kissing, Nicholas began to run his hands over Cecilia’s body, and a moan of pleasure escaped her. She would gladly have fallen into bed with him then and there, but reluctantly she pushed her husband away.

      

      “Later, my darling,” she whispered. “We must not be late for the ball.”

      

      “Later,” he repeated, his voice a low growl, and his eyes dark with desire, “that is a promise, My Lady.”

      

      Nicholas offered her his arm, and she took it as they left the room and descended the stairs. When the time came for them to enter the ballroom, they were announced, “The Most Honorable, Nicholas and Cecilia Lymington, Marquess and Marchioness of Clive!”

      

      Cecilia knew that it would take her a long time to grow accustomed to being introduced by her new name, let alone her new title. Still, she could not help but enjoy walking into the ballroom on the arm of the most handsome man in the room.

      

      To her immense relief, she found that everyone present was polite and kind to her throughout the evening. She danced with her husband, but also with his friend, the Duke of Westfield, and her father-in-law, the Duke of Huxley. He had been feeling much better over the past several weeks. Lady Isobel had confided in Cecilia that she had begun adding a variety of herbal supplements to her father’s tea, and they seemed to be working.

      

      As the debutante of the ball, Lady Isobel danced with every man present. Cecilia noticed that her sister-in-law danced with the Duke of Westfield twice, and seemed to laugh and smile more during those sets than at any other point in the evening. Perhaps Nicholas was right about the two of them.

      

      Cecilia was fascinated by the intricacies of the debutante ball. There seemed to be intense calculations happening at the edges of the room, determining who should dance with whom and when. Cecilia did not understand any of this, but felt that she might learn in time. I suppose I really do enjoy high society after all.
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        One Year Later

      

      

      

      Nicholas and Cecilia were now living in a London townhouse just a few blocks away from the Duke of Westfield. In the year since their marriage, Westfield had taken a wife. It just so happened that his young bride was Nicholas’ sister Isobel—now Her Grace, The Duchess of Westfield.

      

      Cecilia spent much of her time with her sister-in-law and brother-in-law, working on projects for their house. She had designed all new furniture for the drawing room, the Duke’s study, the library, and the master bedroom.

      

      Cecilia and Isobel had spent many long days together, designing pieces for each room that suited the new Duchess’ taste. The Duke had been present for many of their meetings as well, but aside from the desk in his own study, he allowed his wife to choose almost everything.

      

      “As long as my wife is happy, that is all I need to know,” the Duke had said on many occasions, usually kissing Isobel on the cheek, or reaching out to touch her hand as he did.

      

      Cecilia and Isobel had become good friends in the course of all of their work together, and Cecilia knew that Isobel really was happy.

      

      Once the designs were finalized, Cecilia had sent them to her father who had built each of the pieces with the help of his new apprentice, Davey Jessup. Cecilia felt quite lucky to be able to visit with her father each time he came to London to deliver a completed piece. Moving away from his home had been a difficult adjustment for both of them.

      

      “Cece, you look positively radiant!” Her father had said to her during his last visit. “London suits you, my dear.”

      

      “Thank you, Papa,” she replied, with a smile. “I am learning to enjoy city living. There is a lending library nearby with the most incredible collection. Of course, I haven’t much extra time for reading with all of the work I am doing for Westfield and Isobel, but I have enjoyed a few good books recently.”

      

      “That’s lovely, Cece,” her father said kindly. He had never been much of a reader himself, but had always supported his daughter’s love of books.

      

      “How are things at home, Papa?” she asked, changing the subject to something more comfortable for him.

      

      “Things at home are well!” He replied, happily. “Davey is turning out to be a good apprentice, quite as skilled as…”

      

      Cecilia averted her eyes and cleared her throat at the near mention of Archie.

      

      “Er…much better than my previous apprentice in fact, as he shows no signs of being a madman!” he said.

      

      Cecilia’s father chuckled uncomfortably as he said this, and Cecilia smiled at him kindly. He means well, I must not forget that.

      

      “And how is Mrs. Williams?” Cecilia asked, “I suppose she is just pleased to know that I am married in spite of not knowing my way around the kitchen.”

      

      To Cecilia’s great surprise, her father blushed and looked away from her momentarily at this question. Then he cleared his throat and spoke once again, “Yes, well…Mrs. Williams is quite well,” he said, with a childlike smile. “She, um…sends her love to you.”

      

      Cecilia smiled as well, she was unsure of what feelings might be brewing between her father and his housekeeper, but he seemed happy and that made her happy too.

      

      “I am glad to hear that she is well,” Cecilia said. “Please send her my love in return.”
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        * * *

      

      In addition to the pieces that her father had built for the Duke and Duchess of Westfield, Cecilia had also worked with Isobel to convert one of the home’s bedrooms into a small pharmacy in which she could work on her herbal remedies. She had built the work table and benches for that room herself.

      

      There was no reason that her father and Davey could not have done that work as well, but Cecilia enjoyed the physical act of building things, as well as designing. And she enjoyed the sense of building something together with Isobel.

      

      Cecilia had met many noble ladies in the year that she had been a Marchioness. For the most part they had been more welcoming to her than she had expected, but she had very little in common with most of them. Her friendship with Isobel was different. They understood each other in ways that many of their other acquaintances could not.

      

      The two young women were united in their love for Nicholas, but they also shared some unconventional views. They both loved their husbands and enjoyed married life, but they were passionate about their work in other areas, as well.
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        * * *

      

      Today, Cecilia was working on a project of her own in the small workshop area she had set up in one of the townhouse’s bedrooms. Nicholas had gone off to meet up with some of his school friends for the day and would be home later that evening.

      

      Nicholas and Cecilia spent most of their days together, walking around the city, visiting the lending library, or simply staying at home. Sometimes they spent hours talking, and sometimes to read or sat together in companionable silence.

      

      They had not gotten tired of one another’s company in a year, and Cecilia felt more sure with each passing day that they never would. Cecilia continued to learn new things about her husband with each passing day, and she found that she learned new things about herself too. Nicholas asked her opinions about subjects she had never before considered.

      

      Cecilia found that she was keen to learn more about national politics and had opinions about these matters when she did. She usually agreed with her husband, but sometimes their perspectives differed, and when they did, they were able to discuss their differences respectfully.

      

      Because of this, when they did spend a day apart, Cecilia was able to enjoy her solitude, knowing that she would have Nicholas back home with her soon.

      

      Cecilia worked near the window, allowing the natural light to shine on the raw wood she was sanding. She measured each piece carefully, and then measured it again before cutting it to size. As she sanded the pieces and shaped them carefully so that they would fit together perfectly, Cecilia reflected on her work and her life.

      

      Her entire life had been unconventional. She was the daughter of a skilled carpenter, she had worked in a man’s profession from the time she was a child, and now she was a Marchioness. Surely no one could have predicted how her life had turned out, and yet, it was the most perfect life she could imagine.

      

      She smiled to herself as she continued to work, and hummed a familiar tune. She was almost certain that it was a song her mother had sang to her as a child, but she could not remember the words. It made no matter, the melody was soothing, even if she was only humming.

      

      Several hours later, Nicholas returned home from his meeting with his friends.

      

      “Cecilia?” he called, as he entered the house. “Where are you, darling?”

      

      “In here!” Cecilia called out, inviting him to join her in the workshop. After a minute, he did exactly that. Even after a year of marriage, Cecilia still caught her breath at the sight of her husband.

      

      “Ah, still at work?” Nicholas asked, with a good-natured laugh. “Shall I speak to Westfield? He is working you to the bone, all hours of the day and night!”

      

      “I am not working for the Duke of Westfield right now,” Cecilia said, with a shy smile, “this is for us.”

      

      “For us?” Nicholas asked, sounding confused. “What more could we possibly need?”

      

      “Well,” Cecilia said, looking up at him earnestly, “I am building a cradle.”

      

      “A…cradle…?” Nicholas asked, once again sounding confused, though his face indicated the beginnings of comprehension.

      

      “Yes, a cradle,” Cecilia laughed. “I expect that we shall need one in five or six months.”

      

      “Cecilia,” Nicholas replied, a smile spreading across his beautiful face, “are you saying what I believe you are saying?”

      

      Cecilia smiled at him warmly, placing one hand on her belly, and then nodded.

      

      Nicholas rushed forward, taking Cecilia in his arms. He was laughing and crying at the same time, and he embraced her tightly. “Oh Cecilia, this is wonderful news!”

      

      Building a cradle had been unexpectedly difficult for Cecilia. She enjoyed the act of designing and building something for her own home—for the child she already loved more than she had known was possible. She also could not help but think of the cradle she had built for her doll so many years ago.

      

      Archie had been by her side as she made the cradle. He had been jealous that she was allowed to work on something she wanted to build, which he was being directed by her father. He had also teased her when the cradle had been unstable and unable to rock properly. At the time it had felt like the lighthearted teasing of a brother.

      

      So many of Cecilia’s memories were tainted now. Archie had been present for some of the most important moments of her life. It was impossible not to think of him from time to time. And when Cecilia thought of him, she could not help but think of the way in which he had deceived her—how he had hurt her, tied her up, and attempted to marry her against her will.

      

      Sometimes she thought about what might have happened to her if Nicholas had not rescued her in time. It did no good to think this way, and Cecilia knew it, but it was not always easy to stop, once she started. Luckily, doing something active usually helped, so she focused on building and was able to shift her thoughts away from Archie.

      

      She had built the first cradle shortly after her mother died, for a doll that her mother had given to her. Being with child made her long for her own mother even more than usual. Luckily, she had her mother-in-law. The relationship between them had been one of the most pleasant surprises of her married life.

      

      Over the past year, Cecilia’s relationship with the Duchess of Huxley had improved greatly. The Duchess was still not warm or affectionate with Cecilia, but she seemed to have accepted that Cecilia made her son happy, and that this was the most important thing.

      

      Cecilia was glad this was the case, because it made life easier for everyone in general if they were on good terms. She was also happy about it, because her own mother was no longer alive to help her learn to be a mother herself. Cecilia had little experience with babies. They would hire a nurse and then a nanny, of course, but Cecilia planned to be very involved in her child’s upbringing.

      

      The Duchess of Huxley was an imperfect example of motherhood, but she had raised two children who Cecilia loved very much, so she must have done something correctly. All in all, Cecilia felt that having her mother-in-law as an example of how to be a parent was better than having no role model at all.

      

      Cecilia thought now about her relationship with the Duchess of Huxley, and she wondered if Nicholas might have been feeling something similar, for he said, “Perhaps we should invite my mother to come and stay with us for a time, when the baby arrives. Then she would be able to help us adjust to parenthood.”

      

      A year ago, Cecilia would have been horrified by this suggestion, but now she agreed to it readily. She wanted her child to grow up surrounded by family, and she felt remarkably lucky to have that chance.

      

      Nicholas leaned in and kissed Cecilia gently on the lips. She returned his gentle kiss with a passionate one, pressing her body against his and running her hands up and down his back.

      

      Nicholas moaned as she continued to kiss him. “Is it safe to make love while you are in such a delicate condition?”

      

      “Isobel tells me that it is perfectly safe!” Cecilia said, then continued to kiss him deeply.

      

      “You asked my sister about this?” Nicholas asked, sounding scandalized.

      

      “Of course!” Cecilia said. “She has studied midwifery and herbal medicine. She would know the answer better than anyone else I might have asked.”

      

      “Hmmm…” Nicholas said skeptically, “I am not sure how I ought to feel about my wife and my sister discussing love making.”

      

      “Perhaps you should focus on the act of love making itself, rather than the conversation your sister and I had when you were not present.”

      

      “I suppose you are right about that, darling,” he said, his voice sounding husky with desire.

      

      Nicholas took Cecilia by the hand and led her out of the workshop and into their bedroom. Cecilia smiled and followed her husband, feeling that all was right with the world.

      

      
        
        The End?
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        Eager to know more on how Cecilia and Nicholas’ relationship evolved? Then enjoy this free complimentary short story featuring the beloved couple.

      

        

      
        Simply TAP HERE to read it now for FREE! or use this link: http://oliviabennet.com/x698 directly in your browser.

      

        

      
        I guarantee you, that you won’t be disappointed ♥
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        But before you go, turn the page for an extra sweet treat from me…
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      He showed her his scars and, in return, he let her pretend that she had none...

      Esther Nott, daughter of the Duke of Aishling, has dedicated herself to a life of charity rather than marriage. Having witnessed people’s capacity for deceit, she hides behind the walls she has built around herself to protect her virtue from dishonourable intentions.

      Allan Blaksley’s past as a soldier has left its marks on both his body and soul. With a long scar across his back that he considers hideous, the broken Earl of Wiltshire is constantly reminded of his failures.

      But despite their personal obstacles, both Esther and Allan manage to enter each other’s hearts…

      Until a mysterious woman suddenly appears claiming that Allan is the father of her child. Unbeknownst to them, even though the woman’s motives seem purely greedy and materialistic, she will be proved to be only a puppet.

      A puppet carrying out someone else’s well-planned scheme...
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      The Earl of Wiltshire was having a flashback. Allan realized he was having it, yet it was never easy for him to come back to reality. After fighting in the Battle of Waterloo and seeing the terrors of war, his entire life was shaken.

      Allan struggled against the visions in his head. He could hear the rattling echoes of muskets and almost feel the vibration from the ground as he flashed back to cannons going off in the distance.

      “My Lord?”

      The voice brought Allan back quickly to the sitting room, where he had been lounging in the afternoon and staring out of the window. He turned towards the sound. It was his butler, Clark. He was a tall, thin man, who was beginning to grey, though his hair was full and thick. He had worked for Allan for many years.

      “Ah, Clark, you caught me off guard,” said Allan.

      “You seemed deep in thought, My Lord,” replied Clark, who was used to finding his employer staring off into space since he returned from the Napoleonic Wars. The butler walked across the room to stand by Allan.

      “It’s simply a beautiful day, and I was taking it all in,” explained Allan, a bit embarrassed that he had obviously been caught in the middle of one of his flashbacks.

      “Yes, it certainly is,” agreed Clark. “I have a letter for you, My Lord.” The butler presented a silver tray to Allan with the letter, which had the familiar crest of his cousin, the Edward, Duke of Daftwood, stamped into the wax seal.

      “Thank you, Clark,” Allan said, as he pulled open the letter and began to read it. Edward was getting married, and he was inviting Allan to the wedding celebrations.

      Allan looked at Clark and forced a smile. “It seems my cousin is to marry. Another joyous occasion for my family.” The truth was, though Allan loved his family, including his cousin Edward, since his time at war he seemed to have lost the spirit and charm that he had been known for most of his life. Some would even say he was a shadow of the man he used to be.

      “That is wonderful, My Lord,” replied Clark. “We will begin preparing for your travels.”

      “Thank you, Clark,” said Allan. “The wedding will be in a week’s time,” he added, glancing back at the letter. I am confident that I will never marry.

      Allan sighed, and stood from the chair he was sitting in. “Weddings certainly are wonderful occasions, Clark, and I am hoping that attending will be a perfect opportunity to spend time with my family. I have missed them.”

      “Yes, My Lord,” replied the butler as he nodded. “It has been a long time since you have seen most of them.”

      Since Allan’s father had passed, and he had become the Earl of Wiltshire, he hadn’t involved himself in family affairs. “Very true. I am happy for my cousin, though, and I would be honored to attend the wedding celebration.”

      “Very good, My Lord,” said Clark with a nod. “Do you require anything else?”

      “No, no,” said Allan waving the man away. “I don’t require a single thing. I’m happy for my health today and now I have time with my family to look forward to.”

      “Thank you, My Lord,” replied Clark. He then bowed and walked out of the sitting room, leaving Allan alone once again.

      Allan sat back into the chair and looked out of the window. The day was beautiful, as he had mentioned to his butler, and the sun was shining through the glass panes. The rays warmed his pale skin, and he could imagine that his ginger hair was looking its brightest. He was a handsome man with broad shoulders. He was tall and certainly looked as if he would make a good addition to the British Army.

      He was often lonely while at the estate. Though he had many members of staff, some he greatly trusted, it would be nice to have more time with friends and family. He had a lot of responsibilities as Earl, which also made the free time he had very precious, indeed.

      The way the sun was shining into the room reminded Allan of the moment he really awoke after his battle injury. He had been caught up in an artillery fight and one of the blasts hurled him several feet through the air, causing several serious injuries, including a terrible laceration from the top of his left shoulder and down his entire back until it ended at the right side of his lower back near his hip. It was hideous, at best.

      Every time he thought back to that point in his life, he could never quite separate reality from his dreams. He was given opium for his intense pain, and because of that, his weeks of recovery were cloudy in his memory. But the one thing he remembered clearly was the first time he felt the sun on his face in his sickbed, with Bridget Crampton leaning over him.

      Bridget’s dark blonde hair and dark eyes were illuminated by the light of the sun, and her smile brought him a sense of relief, as it would any soldier who had been recovering from war injuries. He found Bridget to be quite attractive, and he suspected the same feelings from her.

      Over the weeks, Bridget had nursed him back to health in the makeshift military clinic, though much of their time together was still cloudy to Allan, simply because of the medications he was taking for pain. She was the unmarried daughter of the physician who was caring for Allan, and because there were so many injured soldiers, she was helping to lessen the load.

      He did remember pieces of their interactions and looked back on those memories fondly…though Allan often wondered if those things actually happened or if it was simply a trick of the mind due to the opium.

      Once again, Allan brought himself back to the present and glanced at the clock, which hung against the wall of the sitting room. He had some obligations to attend to this afternoon, and he also wanted to see his friend, Oliver Blackmore, an officer in the British Army he had met during his military days, who had become Allan’s best friend. Oliver was a bit older than Allan, and his years in the military had aged him beyond his years. He was balding and imposing, and for those who didn’t know him, he was intimidating. However, he had very kind eyes, and Allan found friendship in them each time they interacted.

      Allan stood up and the footman standing near the door that led out of the room opened it for him as he approached. Clark was standing outside of the door, and Allan turned to him and said “Clark, I need to see General Blackmore. Please summon him when you can. It’s nothing important, more of a social visit. Make sure he knows that.”

      The butler nodded. “Of course, My Lord.” He turned from Allan and walked towards the side hallway, which connected that wing of the house with the other.

      Allan knew it would be some time before Oliver would arrive, so he decided he would absorb himself in some work. After all, he had been so distracted earlier, that he could certainly spend some time catching up on tasks he had neglected.
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        * * *

      

      “My Lord?”

      Allan was sitting at his desk fully engrossed in his paperwork. He looked up and his butler was standing before him.

      “Yes, Clark?”

      “General Blackmore has arrived. I have shown him into the sitting room.”

      “Very good, Clark,” said Allan with a smile. “I was just wondering when it would be appropriate for a break.” Focusing on something other than his past had put Allan in a happy mood. Though, seeing Oliver always temporarily made him flashback a bit. “Please let the General know that I will join him in a moment.”

      “Yes, My Lord,” Clark said, then he walked out of Allan’s office. Allan placed the papers which he had been reading in a neat pile and turned down the lamp. He was done working for the day. He neatened his shirt and cravat and wiped off his boots with his handkerchief. Oliver was a regimented military man, and even though he and Allan were close friends, Allan always liked to make sure to look his best when around his war contacts.

      Satisfied that he was well put together, Allan opened the office door, which was located on the second floor of his home, and walked towards the stairway, which would lead him to the entrance of the sitting room once he descended them. As he approached the sitting room, a waiting footman opened the door and Allan walked in.

      Oliver was standing facing the window, his back towards Allan. “General Blackmore,” said Allan in greeting. Oliver turned at the sound of Allan’s voice, and smiled. The men shook hands and exchanged greetings.

      “I’m happy you could take some time to visit,” said Allan as he gently slapped his friend on the shoulder. “It’s great to see you, Oliver.”

      “And you, Allan,” responded Oliver. “I was happy to see your invitation. It has been too long since we have seen each other.”

      “Yes, it certainly has,” exclaimed Allan, as he was approached by a footman with a tray carrying two glasses of red wine. Allan took a glass, had a sip, and watched as Oliver did the same.

      There was always a bit of unnecessary awkwardness between the men when they reunited. Allan simply never knew how to act around the man who had literally saved his life. He would not be standing in the sitting room at all if Oliver hadn’t put forth some very heroic efforts on the battlefield. As Oliver always said, though, Allan would have done the same thing for him if he had seen his comrade’s body flying through the air after the blast.

      “Please, have a seat, friend.” Allan gestured towards the ornate sofa in the center of the room. “Join me for a conversation.”

      Allan watched as his friend sat down, and once settled, he began to speak. “How have you been?”

      “I have been well,” Oliver responded. “And you?”

      Allan paused briefly. He wanted to tell Oliver about his flashbacks but was hesitating. He knew if anyone would understand, it would be Oliver, but he also didn’t want to seem weak. “I am wonderful,” said Allan with a bit too much gusto.

      Oliver didn’t look convinced, but Allan kept talking. “There are many reasons to be content. For instance, my cousin Edward, the Duke of Daftwood, is to be married. It will be a delightful occasion, to be sure.”

      “I have met him,” said Oliver. “He has a brother, also?”

      “Yes, Harry is his brother,” explained Allan. “They are both my cousins, of course, but I have always been closer to Edward. He is an upstanding gentleman and a man of good morals. We have always gotten on very well. His brother, however, and I have never quite seen eye to eye.”

      “Family relations can be difficult,” agreed Oliver. “But family does have meaning. Look at your situation. You no longer have your parents, and you have no siblings, so it makes sense that you would grow close with your cousins.”

      “Yes,” stated Allan. “And I have close friends, like yourself.”

      “Ah, yes,” responded Oliver, lifting his wine glass in a small toast and smiling.

      “Speaking of friends,” said Allan, “Do you remember Miss Bridget Crampton? The physician’s daughter from the war who helped me recover?”

      Oliver thought for a moment, and then said. “Of course. I could never forget a gorgeous woman, especially one who saved my friend’s life.”

      Allan smiled. “I was thinking about her today.”

      “Oh?” Asked Oliver. “What made you think of her?”

      Again, Allan was silent on the fact that his flashbacks had been occurring with a vengeance. “I’m not sure,” he said, trying to look as sincere as possible.

      “Perhaps it’s just the fact that it is time for you to settle down with a wife,” said Oliver. “After all, it may not be a coincidence that you would think of Miss Crampton on the same day you received your cousin’s wedding announcement.”

      Allan must have had a strange look on his face because Oliver quickly added, “I didn’t mean that you had marrying her on your mind, of course.”

      “No. I have no plans to marry the physician’s daughter,” said Allan with an uncomfortable laugh. “Though, perhaps you are right. It is something I must do…settle down, I mean.”

      “There will be time for that, friend,” said Oliver. “Perhaps you will meet a lovely lady at your cousin’s wedding.”

      Allan chuckled now. “Perhaps, but I wouldn’t place a bet on that.”
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      In all of her five-and-twenty years, Lady Esther Nott had never allowed society to tell her what to do. As her peers aged into adulthood, met their husbands, and started to have children, Esther was spending her days caring for orphans and living a life devoted to charity.

      She was the eldest daughter of the Duke of Aishling, and being the daughter of a Duke afforded her the luxury of being able to spend her time as she pleased. Yet she knew that others believed that she should have taken a different path in her life, similar to the one her sisters were leading. In fact, her sister Mary was preparing for her upcoming wedding to Edward, the Duke of Daftwood.

      With Mary’s wedding at the forefront of family conversations, Esther was constantly reminded that the choices she had made were unconventional. This might have bothered other ladies, but Esther was not like most ladies.

      Both she and her sisters were pretty, and they had many opportunities to find a suitable partner. Esther had thick, flowing chocolate brown hair and amber eyes, which could easily calm anyone who chose to look into them. She was full-figured, yet well-proportioned, and tall.

      Mary had found her partner, and Esther’s youngest sister, Ruth, had begun courting the oldest son of an Earl. Yet, Esther remained focused on her charity work, and her mind was still very far from marriage.

      “Esther, will you help me with writing this letter?”

      Esther and Mary were sitting at desks in the morning room in their father’s home. It was mid-morning and the ladies were reading their correspondence and writing letters as they waited to break their daily fast. Esther was sipping on a cup of tea and reading a letter from a former orphan she had worked with a couple of years ago.

      “What do you need help with?” Ester asked her sister.

      “It doesn’t sound right to me,” Mary responded. “I want to write a letter to Lady Booth, and I want to ask her and her daughters to attend a dinner party after I am married. However, I am new to all of this.” She giggled and slid the half-written letter over to her sister. Like Esther, Mary was tall with chocolate brown hair, though she was very thin. The sisters resembled each other, and when they were young, could almost pass as twins.

      “What makes you think I can help?” Esther asked, as she reached out to pull the letter towards her. “I don’t have any experience being the lady of the house.”

      “You are quite smart, though,” said Mary, as she reached for a small piece of toast brought to her by a footman. “And you write a great many letters.”

      Esther smiled. “Yes, I do tend to write many letters.” With Esther’s work with charities, she was often reaching out to the fortunate to fund her efforts with the poor.

      “See?” said Mary. “You can be quite persuasive. There is no telling how much you have raised to help your orphans.”

      Esther cringed. She hated when people referred to the children and families she helped as “her orphans.” To her, they were simply children and families who needed help. Calling them orphans made them seem as less worthy than others, which bothered her.

      “Quiet,” she said to her sister with a bit of annoyance in her voice. “Let me read.”

      Esther began to read through the letter that Mary had written. It began with the common niceties that are always exchanged and mentioned that it would be an honor for Mary and her new husband to host her guests. It ended quite abruptly, however, and Esther knew that Mary needed a good closing.

      “Why do you want to invite these people to your home?” Esther asked. The truth was, she greatly cared for her family and close friends, yet when it came to strangers, she was a bit cautious. She simply didn’t trust people very much, as she had seen in her chosen line of work that some people could be very bad.

      “Lady Booth is one of the most prominent ladies in the area, and though I am marrying a Duke, I think it would be prudent to get into her good graces,” explained Mary.

      Esther rolled her eyes. Her sister was always wanting to fit into the mold that society had created for her, so it didn’t surprise her one bit that Mary would be greatly interested in becoming more friendly with the likes of people such as Lady Booth.

      “Well,” said Esther, very uninterested in the musings of class, “I suppose you could add something a bit less blunt about getting into her good graces. If she is like most ladies of standing, she probably enjoys others flattering her.”

      “Esther!” said Mary in a shocked tone. “Don’t say things like that. Besides, what do you think you are?”

      “You know as well as I do that the statement is true,” replied Esther quickly, ignoring the part where she too, was a lady of standing.

      “Maybe some of them,” said Mary, conceding to her elder sister. “But that isn’t very nice to say, either.”

      Esther smirked. Her sister Mary was always the “nice one” of the three daughters of the family. Esther was known as the passionate and opinionated one, while Ruth was always the fun sister.

      “Since you are marrying a Duke, I wouldn’t imagine that you need people in your life like Lady Booth,” said Esther with a smile. “But if you insist, you should follow my advice.”

      Esther pushed the letter back across the desk to her sister, and Mary pulled it towards her. Esther watched as the soon-to-be-bride turned her attention to the letter.

      “As soon as I finish this letter, I must focus on final plans for the wedding celebration,” said Mary to Esther. “Do you have any interest in helping?”

      “No,” said Esther, “though you only have two days before the wedding. I would hope that most of your planning is done.”

      “Well, you know how it is. There is a bit more planning involved than I thought,” replied Mary. “Only family and a few friends will attend, but we have invited several people to the wedding breakfast following the ceremony.”

      “It sounds lovely, Mary,” said Esther. “You have a lot to be happy about.”

      “Yes,” agreed Mary, as she finished up her letter, “and we are joining a family with ours, which is beneficial to all of us.”

      “I suppose that is true,” Esther responded. Though her father was the Duke of Aishling, that didn’t necessarily mean that all was well in their world. Even Dukes have their struggles, and her father was no exception. The marriage would be very advantageous to their family.

      Esther finished her tea in silence and watched as Mary finished writing her letters. She glanced at the clock and knew that she would be needed at the district orphanage soon.

      Several days a week, Esther would take a carriage to the district orphanage and make sure that all was well with the children. Though she grew up far from the dingy walls of those places, there was a big part of her that really cared about what happened to the children who had nowhere else to go. In fact, she cared for them so much that she had dedicated her time to helping them instead of dedicating it to things that normal ladies in her position would do, such as painting, singing, gossiping with like-minded ladies, or, of course, finding a husband.

      Esther turned to Mary with a smile and said, “I am leaving for the day. Good luck with your planning. I am very happy for you, and I am looking forward to your wedding celebration.”

      Esther then stood from the desk and placed the linen napkin that she had draped over her lap next to the empty tea cup. She turned to walk out of the door of the morning room and a footman opened the door as she passed. She knew that her carriage would be ready for her outside of the front door, so she made her way through the hallway that connected with the entryway. There, she met her lady’s maid, who would chaperone her.

      Esther approached the door and she and her maid walked out into the sunny day. As expected, the carriage she would take was waiting, and the coachman was standing next to it, holding open the small door.

      “Good morning, My Lady,” he said with a smile.

      “Good morning,” Esther responded. The coachman held out his hand to assist her into the carriage, and she took it to keep her balance. She crouched down and entered the carriage, settling down next to the small window, which allowed her to watch the countryside as she traveled to the orphanage. The coachman closed and secured the door, and she could hear him walking around the back of the carriage. The vehicle lurched gently as Ester’s maid climbed into the front and sat on the bench. One more lurch, and the coachman had taken his seat. There was one final lurch, and the coach was in motion with a footman on a horse on either side.

      It was about fifteen minutes in the carriage to get to the orphanage, so Esther had time to think. She always liked to reflect before seeing the children. They lived in tough conditions, and Esther, living on her father’s estate, was surrounded by a luxurious environment.

      Esther and her sisters had grown up very differently from the orphans she would soon see. Her childhood had been filled with learning how to paint and sing, while the children she watched over at the orphanage had childhoods filled with work and tears.

      There were many sad stories about the children she met. Some of them were true orphans, whose parents had tragically died in terrible accidents, often sent by their families. Some were foundlings, who were simply brought in…or found. Yet…the saddest cases were children brought in as babes, who never knew any sense of family. That’s what happened to Julia.

      Julia was a young girl, only five years old now, who was brought into the same orphanage that Esther was on her way to visit. In fact, Esther was there the day the infant appeared, simply left on the doorstep. Over the past five years, Esther had watched Julia grow from a small babe into a young child. Though she cared about all of the children she worked with, Julia was certainly her favorite.

      Esther was a bit worried about Julia, though, as she knew that now she was five years of age, she would soon be learning a trade. Many of the children ended up in the workhouses doing dangerous jobs, and she certainly didn’t want that for Julia. Instead, she hoped that the sweet child would start learning a trade such as domestic work.

      As the carriage got closer to the orphanage, the buildings became closer together and Esther could see people walking around and working. Her father’s estate was on many acres of land outside of the town, in contrast to the hustle and bustle of these roads. She was used to this scene, as she had come here for so many years, but still enjoyed the views from the window.

      The orphanage was located near the heart of the mid-sized town of Westery, and it only housed girls. As the carriage got even nearer to the center of town, people began to notice the ornate transport, and Esther could only deduce that they were wondering about the occupant. Most people in the town knew of Esther’s charity work, but were also curious about the upcoming wedding of her sister, which she was sure most people were aware of.

      Esther knew that this marriage was an important one, and for a brief moment, she wondered if she should have, perhaps, focused more on finding a husband for herself. As the eldest daughter, she was groomed to marry a well-bred man, but so far, life hadn’t brought anyone special to her, and she was so focused on her work that she wasn’t much interested in looking.

      The carriage pulled up in front of the orphanage and stopped. Esther waited whilst a footman pulled down the steps attached to the carriage, and then opened the door. He held his hand out to her.

      She took his outstretched hand and stepped out of the carriage onto the street. It was dirty and dusty, and there were people milling about as they went through their day-to-day lives. None of them paid much attention to Esther, short of a couple of stares. The orphanage stood in front of her, a large, imposing building with multiple windows and a large door.

      She nodded to the footman and began walking through the courtyard and towards the door of the orphanage, accompanied by her maid. As she got closer, she could hear the dim sound of children crying and yelling. She always paused a bit when she heard it, as it made her heart feel sad knowing that these children didn’t have a proper home nor family.

      Esther was almost to the door of the orphanage when it burst open and two young girls ran out. They darted across the courtyard chasing each other, and Esther was a bit surprised by their behavior. However, she knew that they didn’t have much discipline, and they certainly were not raised with the rules of society in place.

      Almost at the same time Esther approached the door, a rattled and wrinkled looking woman, one whom she was not familiar with, ran out following the two girls who had seemingly escaped. The old woman passed Esther, and then turned quickly towards her. She looked at her briefly and a sense of recognition crossed her face.

      “You must be Lady Esther Nott?” the old woman asked.

      Esther nodded. “Yes, I am here to see Miss Sophia.” Sophia was the administrator with whom Esther had always worked with at this orphanage.

      “She’s not here,” replied the frazzled woman in a raspy voice, her mob-cap crooked on the top of her head. “She has been reassigned to a different district.”

      “What?” asked Ester with surprise. “But why?”

      “Don’t know,” said the woman, and it didn’t seem as if she cared, either. “I was just told to tell you when you arrived.” She seems a bit rough.

      “Who will be my contact here?” asked Esther, still shocked that Sophia was gone without a trace.

      “Don’t know that, either,” replied the woman.

      “What did you say your name was, Miss?” asked Esther.

      “I didn’t,” responded the woman. “But since you asked, it’s Anne. Miss Anne, of course. I’m sorry, I don’t know how to speak with a Lady such as yourself. I was raised on a farm and didn’t have interaction with your type of people.”

      “My type of…people?” asked Esther, a bit confused.

      “Yes, you know, rich people. Titled people,” said Anne with annoyance in her voice.

      “Oh,” said Esther. “I assure you that I am the same type of person as you are.”

      Anne laughed heartedly. “Sure. Yes, I’m sure you are. No disrespect, but I know your type.”

      Esther looked at Anne with furrowed brows. “My type?”

      “Yes,” replied Anne. “The type of person who spends a couple of hours with the children, and then goes back to their estates in the countryside. No disrespect, My Lady, but I have seen it all before.”

      Suddenly, another woman came through the open door to the courtyard, and Esther recognized her immediately. It was Grace, a staff member she was very familiar with.

      “Miss Anne!” Grace said in shock. “As your superior, I demand that you treat Lady Esther with the respect she deserves.”

      Anne chuckled, shook her head, and sauntered in the direction the girls had run, not paying a bit of attention to Grace’s words. She adjusted her dress as she walked.

      “I am so very sorry for her behavior, My Lady,” said Grace. “She is not the best representation of our staff. She’s old, and it seems she just doesn’t care.”

      “It’s perfectly fine,” replied Esther with a smile.

      “No, it’s not.” Grace responded. “She had no right to say those things to you. You have always been a wonderful asset to our asylum.”

      “I appreciate that,” said Esther. “I thoroughly enjoy working with the children.”

      “And we appreciate you, Lady Esther,” Grace replied. “Please, follow me, and I can show you to the reading room.”

      Esther often would read to the children when she spent time at the orphanage. She suspected that listening to her read might be the only pleasure that some of the children had, living in this place.

      Grace entered into the doorway and Esther followed. The hallways were dark and dank, and there was a strange odor that seemed to get more pronounced the deeper the women got into the building. Esther still heard the sound of crying and yelling, though it was muffled through the walls. I hate that these children have to live like this.

      As they walked through the winding hallways of the orphanage, occasionally, they would pass a child or another woman caring for the children. It was a sad sight to see. Most of the children were dirty, though Esther did feel some comfort knowing that they were in an orphanage and not living on the cold, wet streets.

      Grace led Esther into a room and lit the lamp. There was a chair in the center and Grace motioned to it.

      “Is that chair acceptable, Lady Esther? Grace asked.

      “Yes, thank you,” Esther replied.

      “I will go collect the children,” said Grace.

      “Before you go,” said Esther. “What happened to Miss Sophia?”

      “Miss Anne was correct. She was transferred to a different district,” said Grace. “To be honest, My Lady, all of us will be transferred.”

      “What?” said Esther, surprised.

      “The district is closing the orphanage, so all of us will be reassigned to different areas,” explained Grace.

      “What about the children?” asked Esther. Especially Julia.

      “They will be sent away,” said Grace with marked sadness in her voice.
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      Allan was sitting alone in the carriage as it moved swiftly down the road. He was on his way to his cousin’s wedding. He had left approximately an hour ago, and he had been watching the world pass in silence. He had brought a book along to read, but he hadn’t yet opened it. His valet, Samuel Harley, was sitting with the coachman.

      The time passed slowly, and Allan still had approximately an hour in the trip. His cousins were close enough to where they could see each other regularly, but it was still a bit of a distance to travel.

      After seeing Oliver, Allan had almost constantly been thinking about the war, the fighting, and of course, his injuries. Sometimes he really dwelled on it, and though he knew he shouldn’t, the thoughts tended to come into his mind.

      As always, his flashbacks brought him back to his recovery, and he once again began to think about Bridget. When he was deep in thought, he could see her dark eyes staring into his, and her long dark blonde hair pulled back to frame her face. She was beautiful.

      When it came to Bridget, things were always a little cloudy, but sometimes, when he concentrated really hard, he could remember new details. He was hoping that would happen again.

      Allan also knew that it wouldn’t be proper for him to begin a relationship with Bridget, but there was something about her that greatly intrigued him. He was fixated on the thought of her body, too, and it was almost as if he had fully explored it at some point, but he really couldn’t remember much. Most of his memories of her were lost in an opium haze.

      Allan shook his head to bring himself back to reality. He took a deep breath and looked out of the window again. The green fields stretched out before him, and he could see groups of sheep dotting the landscape.

      The only sounds Allan could hear were the cadence of the horses’ hoofs and the crunching of the dirt road under the wheels of the carriage. It was calming to him. When he sat in silence, it opened his mind to thoughts that he didn’t want to have.

      The sun was low in the sky, though there would still be light when they arrived at his cousin’s estate. He was looking forward to seeing Edward and meeting his bride. He also was looking forward to seeing Harry, even though they were not as close as he was with Edward.

      With all of their parents gone, it was important to Allan that he remained close with his cousins. They were, after all, his only family, though he would certainly count Oliver as part of that group, too. He was like a brother.

      The carriage came around a corner of the road and Allan could finally see the massive estate ahead of him. It was grand and beautiful, much larger than his own. Memories of his childhood flashed back to him as he remembered the times he had spent as a lad with Edward and Harry, and he felt a bit choked up. Marriage was certainly the last step into adulthood for these men, and he was certainly honored to be part of Edward’s wedding.

      A few minutes passed, and Allan watched as the estate grew larger. As they got closer, he could see people waiting outside and assumed that it would be members of the staff to greet them, though he was hoping that Edward and Harry were among that group, too.

      Although the sun was fading, there was still enough light in the sky to make out the ornate details that decorated the main house, and now he could see the grand stables in the distance. His cousins were well-known breeders of the finest horses in England, and Allan was hoping to have a chance to ride while he was visiting.

      The carriage turned right, towards the house, and now he was unable to see the people standing at the entrance. Allan could, however, see the beginnings of what would be a beautiful sunset. He knew that his cousin, who was a bit superstitious, would find this a good omen for the night before his wedding.

      Allan could feel the carriage turn again, and this time, the west wing of the house was in his sights, and in only a moment, he would be seeing his cousins. The carriage slowed, and then came to a stop, and he could clearly see several members of staff waiting to greet him.

      Standing at the top of the stairs leading into the home was his cousin Edward, looking as regal as ever. Next to him stood a lovely lady, whom Allan assumed was Lady Mary Nott, his future bride. She had flowing brown hair and was curvy in all of the right places. My cousin has done well for himself.

      On the step below Edward, Allan could see his cousin Harry, the permanent brooding look that he recognized from their childhood, still on his face.

      The door to the carriage opened, and the coachmen pulled down the steps under the door so that Allan could step out. The air was warm and pleasant, and he smiled as he looked up at his only remaining family members.

      He began walking towards the men and lady, his valet following behind him. He nodded to the staff who were waiting to greet him and moved directly towards Edward.

      As he approached the Duke, he smiled at his cousin. Edward smiled back at him, extended his hand, which Allan took, and then pulled him into an embrace.

      “It is good to see you, Cousin,” Edward said as he hugged Allan.

      “It is wonderful to see you, too,” Allan responded.

      The men pulled apart, and Edward pulled the lady over to him.

      “Allan, I would like to introduce you to your new cousin, Lady Mary Nott,” said Edward.

      Lady Mary was even more lovely up close, and he could see that she had rosy cheeks and stunning green eyes.

      “It is lovely to meet you,” Allan said, as he took Lady Mary’s hand and kissed the top in greeting. “Edward didn’t tell me that you were so exquisite.”

      The redness of her cheeks got brighter, and she said “It is a pleasure to meet you, My Lord. Edward has told me many wonderful things about you.”

      Suddenly Allan heard someone clear their throat behind him. He turned and came face to face with his cousin, Harry.

      Allan smiled at him and reached his hand out to shake Harry’s. Harry took it and said, “I thought you would be too enamored with the great beauty of my future sister-in-law to notice me.”

      Allan laughed heartedly. “She is certainly a lovely lady.”

      Harry let go of Allan’s hand and said, “Her older sister is a fine lady, too.”

      This time it was Edward who laughed. “Yes, Allan,” he said to his cousin. “Harry has his eyes on Mary’s sister, but she only has eyes for her charity work, it seems.”

      Harry’s brooding demeanor came back quickly, but then he smiled. “She will come around.” He winked at Allan.

      “Cousin,” said Edward to Allan, “I hope to allow you some time to settle in, and then we would love for you to join us for dinner tonight. My butler, Bolt, will show you to your quarters.”

      “That sounds wonderful,” replied Allan, “and I will surely be looking forward to dinner. We have a lot to catch up on.”

      “Yes, indeed,” said Edward, as he motioned for Allan to walk through the door behind Bolt. “Please let me know if you need anything, and if not, I will see you at dinner.”

      “Thank you,” said Allan, as he followed Bolt into the entry hallway.

      The hallway was spacious. It had elaborate pillars which ran from the floor to the high ceilings. The sound of their feet as they walked echoed off of the stone floor, and the ceilings were covered with paintings and tapestries.

      “I will show you and your valet to your sleeping quarters,” Bolt said. “And then you may join His Grace and the other guests in the drawing room before dinner. We will serve dinner at six.”

      “Thank you,” said Allan, as he followed Bolt up the stairs, which were covered in red carpeting. At the top of the staircase, the men turned towards the left. They walked past three doors, and then Bolt stopped.

      “Your room, My Lord,” Bolt said, as he gestured towards the door. “I trust that it will be warm and comfortable for you. Please do not hesitate to let me know if something is amiss.”

      “I’m sure it will be suitable,” replied Allan. “Thank you for showing me the way.”

      Bolt opened the door for Allan, and Allan walked in. There was a large, lavish bed in the center of the room. There was a wardrobe in the corner furthest from the door, and a full-length mirror next to the wardrobe. The waning light from the sun reflected off of the surface of the mirror, and it created a light, which perfectly lit up the Daftwood Coat of Arms, which hung on the wall over the fireplace. There was also a dresser and sitting area in the room.

      Allan turned to Bolt and said, “This will serve well, thank you.”

      “You are very welcome, My Lord,” Bolt replied as he turned and walked out of the door, closing it behind him.

      Allan then turned to Harley and said, “We don’t have much time before dinner. I would like to mingle with the other guests before the meal.”

      “Yes, My Lord,” replied Harley. “I have your evening clothes ready.”

      Allan turned back around, took off his coat, and Harley began to dress him.
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        * * *

      

      Esther and Ruth were sitting side by side in the carriage as it approached Edward’s huge estate. Ester was looking out of the window as the considerable shape of the home caught her eye.

      “I didn’t know it was this large,” she said to Ruth. “I can’t believe Mary will live here.”

      The estate of the Duke of Daftwood was almost double the size of Esther’s father’s estate. Ruth leaned towards Esther to get a look at the home for herself. Unlike her sisters, Ruth’s hair was a honey blonde color. She was short, where they were tall, and she had bright blue eyes that always seemed to have a bit of mischief running through them.

      “Where are the stables?” Ruth asked.

      “I don’t know, Ruth,” said Esther with some annoyance in her tone. “I have never been here, you know.”

      Ruth just sighed. They had been in the carriage for more than two hours together, and both of them were running thin on patience. However, Esther was also interested to know where the stables were. The Duke and his family were known for their well-bred horses. She would enjoy seeing the beasts, as she always had a love for them.

      The sun was almost down, and as they approached the home, Esther could see light coming from the windows. Since it was early spring, the sun still went down early, even though it wasn’t extremely cold out. In fact, there was a bit of rain earlier, but otherwise, the weather was perfect for a wedding.

      Esther felt the carriage lurch a bit, and then slow. She tried to see where the carriage in front of her was, which contained her parents, but she couldn’t tell. She assumed that they were close to the entrance of the home, but she was now facing the other way and Ruth’s head was blocking her view.

      “Can you see anything?” Esther asked her youngest sister.

      “Yes,” replied Ruth. “Mother and Father’s carriage stopped, and they are being greeted by Mary and Edward.”

      “Is—?” asked Esther with hesitation.

      “Lord Harry there?” said Ruth quickly. “Yes!” She laughed. “He must be waiting for you.”

      All three sisters knew that Lord Harry, the younger brother of Mary’s soon-to-be-husband, Edward, was smitten with Esther. The feeling, however, was not mutual. In fact, Esther found him to be more of an annoyance than anything. He didn’t seem harmful, but she didn’t much enjoy his advances.

      “I assumed he would be,” said Esther with a groan. “I suppose I must be nice to him. It is Mary’s wedding, after all.”

      “I’m sure he’s harmless,” said Ruth. “Perhaps you can meet someone here at the wedding who will sweep you off your feet. Then you would have an excuse to not speak with him.” She laughed again.

      Esther just shook her head. The carriage had started moving again, so she assumed that her parents had already gone into the home. It only moved for a few feet, and then once again came to a stop. She and Ruth both straightened their hats and pulled on their gloves.

      A footman opened the door and held out his hand for Ruth to take, and once she was safely out of the carriage, Esther followed close behind. As she finally found herself face to face with the massive home, she gasped quietly. It was much larger in person than she had imagined.

      She looked up at the stairs and saw Mary, who had come to the home the day before, and standing next to her was Edward, who was looking as dashing as she remembered. Standing just one step below was his younger brother, Lord Harry Bishop.

      Esther smiled as she and Ruth approached Mary and Edward, and she took great care as to not make eye contact with Lord Harry. It wasn’t that she wanted to be rude, but she didn’t want to give him the wrong idea.

      “Welcome, my future sisters,” Edward said happily, as he took Esther’s hand. “I am so happy that you are here.”

      “We are happy, too,” replied Esther. “Of course, we could never miss the wedding of our sister.”

      “Of course not,” said Edward with a chuckle. “I’m sure she would never do me the honor without the presence of her sisters.”

      Esther smiled at him. Edward was an excellent match for Mary. They were both very nice and caring people, and they made a very handsome couple. She then turned to Mary.

      “I’m so happy for you,” Esther said, as the two embraced. “Your new home is lovely, too, and so is your future husband.”

      “Thank you, Esther,” Mary replied. “That means a lot to me.”

      Esther stood back while Ruth embraced Mary.

      “My Lady,” she heard a man say from behind her. Lord Harry.

      Esther turned quickly and came face to face with Edward’s younger brother.

      “Oh, you startled me, My Lord,” said Esther, feigning surprise.

      “I apologize,” responded Lord Harry. “I wanted to say hello and welcome you to the estate.”

      “I appreciate that,” replied Esther, and then there was an uncomfortable silence until Ruth turned towards them.

      “It is wonderful to see you again, My Lord,” Ruth said to Lord Harry.

      He nodded and said, “The same to you.” It was quite clear to Esther, based on Lord Harry’s response, that he was not very interested in talking to Ruth.

      Edward then stepped over to them and said “Bolt, our butler, will show you to your rooms. He has just taken your parents to their quarters, and he should be right back.”

      “That is wonderful,” said Esther. “I am looking forward to a lovely evening, and I cannot wait to meet your family.”

      “Well,” replied Edward, “My cousin is here, the Earl of Wiltshire, but that’s about it. We have some friends coming tomorrow for the wedding breakfast, though.”

      “Then I look forward to meeting your cousin,” Esther responded with a smile.

      “He is a fine chap,” said Edward. “I’m sure he will love to meet the beautiful Lady Esther, too.”

      Lord Harry chortled behind her, Esther blushed, and another man came out the door. The butler.

      “May I take you to your sleeping quarters?” the man whom Esther assumed was Bolt asked.

      “Yes, please,” said Esther, happy to get away from Lord Harry for a bit. She turned to Mary and said, “We will see you before dinner.”

      “I am looking forward to it, Esther,” Mary replied, “And I do think you will enjoy spending time with Edward’s cousin, Lord Wiltshire.”

      Esther smiled and followed Bolt into the grand foyer of the house to get ready for dinner.
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      Allan looked at his reflection in the mirror. His ginger hair and green eyes seemed to shimmer in the light of the lamp. Harley was brushing his dinner jacket, making sure that it was perfect before he stepped out and made his way to the drawing room. He considered himself to have a handsome face, but underneath his jacket, waistcoat, and shirt, he knew the truth; his body was battered and scarred.

      “You are finished, My Lord,” Harley said, taking a step back and looking at his handy work.

      Allan turned to Harley and said, “Thank you, Harley, as always.” He took one more glance in the mirror and turned towards the door. When he was fully dressed, he certainly felt more confident, and even though his scars were hidden and no one else could see them, they were still in the back of his mind and made him feel self-conscious.

      He turned the handle and went out into the hallway, and based on his childhood memories, he turned and walked down the hall to the stairs and began descending them. For a brief moment, the entire area was empty, though he could hear the din of the staff getting the dining room set for dinner. As he hit the last stair, a footman walked into the hall.

      “May I show you to the drawing room, My Lord?” he asked.

      “Yes, please,” Allan responded.

      “Just this way,” the footman said, as he began to walk in the opposite direction. Allan followed, once again taking in the stunning artwork that hung from the walls in this grand foyer area.

      The footman came to the door of the drawing room, and whispered to the butler. He looked at Allan, then opened the door to the drawing room. He heard him say, “The Earl of Wiltshire,” and held the door open for Allan to walk in.

      Allan took a step into the room and was met with smiles from the guests who were already there. He saw both of his cousins, Edward and Harry, and he saw an older couple he was not familiar with. Lady Mary was also present, and she was speaking with a younger lady who looked similar to Lady Mary, but shorter, and with blonde hair.

      Edward came towards him and said, “I’m so glad you made it. Please, help yourself to some wine.”

      Almost on cue, a footman was there with a tray filled with glasses of red liquid. Allan chose one of them, said “Thank you,” and took a sip. It was dry and bitter, but delicious.

      “How have you been getting on?” Edward asked.

      “I have been well,” replied Allan, taking another sip of his wine. He always felt uncomfortable when people asked how he was, even family. He thought that they were trying to see how he was feeling in his head.

      Edward smiled at him. “I’m very happy to hear that.”

      Allan didn’t know if his cousin believed him, or not. What he did know is that he wanted to change the conversation.

      “How many will be at the wedding breakfast?” he asked Edward.

      “I expect around twenty people. Large enough to have a lively celebration, but small enough so that Mary and I can spend time seeing everyone,” replied Edward.

      “That is a perfect number,” Allan responded. He could see Harry out of the corner of his eye speaking to the older couple. He looked happy.

      “Who is the couple speaking with Harry?” Allan asked quietly, as to not draw attention to the fact that he was looking at them.

      “Oh! Those are Mary’s parents,” said Edward. “I will introduce you. Follow me.”

      Edward motioned for Allan to follow him, and Allan took another sip of wine and fell into step right behind his cousin. The pair approached the older couple and Harry, and the three turned to smile at them.

      “Duke,” Edward said, speaking to his future father-in-law, “I would like you to meet my cousin, the Earl of Wiltshire.” He then turned to Allan, “Cousin, please meet Mary’s parents, the Duke and Duchess of Aishling.”

      The Duke of Aishling nodded at him and said, “Any family of Edward, here, is our family, too.” The Duke was broad and had bright white hair, which Allan assumed at one point had been blond like his youngest daughter. His blue eyes were deeply set into his head, which made them look small, and his face was aged.

      Allan smiled at him, and the Duchess of Aishling said, “Please excuse me. I must go speak with my daughters.” He watched as she walked over to Mary and the younger lady. He could see where Mary got her hair color from, as her mother had the same chocolate tone, though it was greying. Her mother was also shorter than her daughter, almost the same height as the youngest.

      Allan brought his attention back to Edward, Harry, and the Duke. “Allan is our only family, in fact,” said Harry. “We don’t see him nearly often enough.”

      “Yes,” said Allan with a smile, “I do need to make more of an effort to see both of you.”

      Edward turned to address the Duke once again. “Allan fought at the Battle of Waterloo. He is certainly the most heroic member of our family and has brought valor to our family name.”

      Allan could feel his face redden. He didn’t like when people, even his family, brought attention to the fact that he was known as a war hero. He also noticed that the Duke’s face was filled with awe.

      “Well, well,” the Duke of Aishling said, “That is a very impressive resume. You must be proud of the service you gave to our great country.”

      “Thank you,” said Allan, taking a large sip of the remaining wine in his glass. “I always thought of my service as my duty, and I never did it for valor.”

      “I certainly understand,” said the Duke. “You should still be proud. If my Mary wasn’t going to marry Edward, I would have been very happy to marry her to a man in the British Army.”

      “I, for one, am happy that she has chosen me,” interjected Edward with a chuckle. Allan laughed, too, and so did the Duke. Harry, however, had a sullen look on his face. What is going on with him?

      Allan glanced at the clock and there was still about thirty minutes before dinner was set to begin, so when the footman brought another tray of wine around, he helped himself and took another long sip.

      “I must say, that I never expected Mary to find such a perfect match for her, Edward, and I say that with sincerity,” said the Duke. “I love all three of my girls very much, and it is my hope that the other two find matches who are just as suitable.”

      Allan turned around and noted that there were still only two young ladies talking to the Duchess. “Your Grace, did you say you had three daughters?” he asked the Duke, in an attempt to keep the conversation away from the war.

      “Oh yes,” said the Duke with pride in his voice. “Mary is actually my middle daughter. I also have Ruth, there speaking with my wife and Mary. She is my youngest.” He motioned to the young lady that Allan noticed when he walked in the drawing room.

      “She is lovely, your Grace,” said Allan.

      “Yes, she is,” responded the Duke. “All of my girls are very beautiful,” he said with a smile. “But I suppose all fathers believe that.”

      “Is your oldest daughter here?” asked Allan, still trying to keep the conversation safely on family life.

      “Oh yes,” said the Duke. “I really don’t know where she is, though. You know how ladies are, right gentlemen?” He laughed heartedly.

      “Lady Esther is very beautiful,” said Harry out of nowhere. “She is not only beautiful, but also charitable and kind.”

      Allan was a bit surprised at this interjection but allowed his cousin to continue speaking without interruption.

      “I am greatly looking forward to speaking to her tonight,” Harry continued. “Is she still doing her charity work?” he asked, directed towards the Duke.

      “Oh yes,” replied the Duke. “Lady Esther is very focused on her work, and though I wish she would find a husband, I know this is where her heart lies. I will give her a little more time before I insist.” He laughed again, and Allan could smell the whiskey coming off of him.

      “I think if a lady wants to focus on charity, she should,” said Harry, again, it seemed, completely out of nowhere, to Allan.

      “I don’t completely agree with you, there,” said the Duke to Harry. “Her duty is to find someone to marry, and then, if her husband allows it, she can continue her charity work.”

      “If she were my wife, I would certainly allow it,” responded Harry.

      Allan and Edward looked at each other with raised eyebrows. Allan could tell that his cousin must be smitten with the oldest daughter of the Duke. Now, Allan was certainly curious to meet this daughter.

      Almost as if on cue, the door opened and Bolt announced, “Lady Esther Nott.”

      Allan lost his breath as one of the most gorgeous creatures he had ever seen walked through the door. She had hair the color of the most delicious chocolate, and exquisite eyes the color of amber. Her body was full-figured, yet she was certainly not overweight. Her face was beautiful, too, from her high cheekbones to her bright red lips.

      Allan felt frozen in place when he felt a gentle shove on his right side. He turned just in time to see his cousin, Harry, pushing him aside, and then walking quickly to greet Lady Esther.

      He watched as the pair exchanged greetings, and then he saw Lady Esther smile at Harry politely. Based on her body language, Allan could tell that she didn’t feel the same way about his cousin as he felt about her.

      Allan was fixated on her body for a moment. Her backside was so perfectly cradled in the gown she was wearing that it made his throat go dry. Her breasts were large and shapely, too, and with every breath, he could see them moving up and down. He felt very attracted to her, and even felt a slight stirring in his trousers.

      His view was suddenly blocked by the Duke, who had gone to greet his daughter. Allan took a deep breath, and a long sip of wine. Edward, who was standing near him, caught his eye and smiled at him. Does he know I just had those thoughts?

      Edward began to walk over to him, and Allan felt a sense of anxiety wondering what his cousin was going to say.

      “She’s a beauty, isn’t she?” Edward said quietly to Allan with a smile.

      Allan chuckled. “Yes, all three of them are beautiful ladies.” He continued to watch Lady Esther, who came in and out of his sight thanks to the Duke and Harry blocking his view.

      “Harry certainly agrees with you,” said Edward. “At least in the case of Lady Esther.”

      “Yes,” said Allan. “He seems to be smitten.”

      Edward chuckled again. “My brother is going to be sorely disappointed, I’m afraid. My Mary says that Lady Esther isn’t interested.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad,” said Allan.

      “Not for the man she eventually chooses,” said Edward with a wink.

      Allan once again felt his face burn. “What are you implying, Cousin?”

      “Nothing,” said Edward, grinning widely. “But perhaps the next wedding will be your own?”

      Now it was Allan’s turn to laugh. “Don’t start putting those thoughts into your head, now.”

      “And why not?” asked Edward. “I think the two of you would be well suited, and her father has always dreamed that one of his daughters would be matched with a man from the British Army.”

      “Firstly,” said Allan, “I have never met her.”

      “You can meet her right now,” Edward quickly responded.

      Allan shook his head. “I would love to meet her, of course, but you must know that I may have eyes on someone else.”

      “Oh?” asked Edward with surprise in his voice. “Who?”

      “Well, I have been thinking of looking up the woman who nursed me back to health after my injury, Miss Bridget Crampton,” said Allan.

      “You can’t be serious,” Edward responded.

      “Serious about what?” Suddenly, Harry was standing next to Allan. “Well?” he said.

      Edward looked from his cousin to his brother. “Allan, here, says that he has eyes for Miss Bridget Crampton, the woman who nursed him back to health,” he said.

      “A nurse?” said Harry with shock in his voice.

      “Not that type of nurse. She is the daughter of the surgeon who saved my life,” said Allan with conviction. “She is a lovely woman, actually.”

      “I’m sure she is,” said Edward, “But you are an Earl, not a commoner.”

      “Commoners and Earls have certainly married in the past and will certainly marry in the future,” Allan responded.

      “Yes, of course,” said Edward, “But you have to realize that it’s not traditional.”

      “Of course I do,” said Allan. “Listen, you are aware of what happened to me. Oliver got me off of the battlefield, and Bridget nursed me back to health. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for both of them. All I am saying is I have been thinking of her and would like to reunite at some point.”

      “I think your injuries might have gone to your head,” said Harry.

      Allan turned quickly towards his cousin. Harry never had much of a sense of how to be tactful, and it seemed as if some things never changed.

      “I’m sorry,” said Harry. “I shouldn’t have said that, Cousin.”

      Allan took a breath and finished the wine that was left in his glass. “No, you shouldn’t have,” he said. “But it’s all right. I know emotions are high right now.”

      Harry nodded, and Allan saw Edward shoot a look at his younger brother.

      At that moment, Bolt walked into the room. “Dinner is served.”

      
        
        Want to know how the story ends? Tap on the link below to read the rest of the story.
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      Thank you for reading  The Marquess in Her Bed!

      I hope you enjoyed it! If you did, may I ask you to please write a review HERE? It would mean very much to me. Reviews are very important and allow me to keep writing the books that you love to read!

      

      Some other stories of mine:

      Lusting for the Broken Earl

      An Untamed Governess for the Rogue

      A Sinful Duke she can’t Refuse

      A Ravishing Night with the Mysterious Earl

      Secret Confessions of the Enticing Duchess

      Wicked Temptations for the Seduced Duchess
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        * * *

      

      Also, if you liked this book, you can also check out my full Amazon Book Catalogue HERE.

      

      Thank you for allowing me to keep doing what I love!

      

      Olivia Bennet

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Having obtained a degree in Journalism, but with an affinity for literature and creative writing, Olivia Bennet knew from a young age that her future lay in the romantic ideals of the past. With a fascination for the Regency era and a good romance, she started her career as a historical romance author the old-fashioned way: with pen and paper.

      

      Born in rural Devon, Olivia draws inspiration from the vast farmlands of the British countryside and the people living in the surrounding villages. An avid artist, she takes her sketchbook everywhere with her and captures the beauty of nature, which she then incorporates into her books.

      

      Allow your conscious to be carried away on a wind made of letters and words, of love, mystery and the magic of the Regency era. Start your journey and allow Olivia’s pen to guide you!
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