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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 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...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      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.”
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      Esther followed her mother and sister into the dining room and as they were seated, she finally noticed the man sitting across the table near Edward. That must be his cousin, Lord Wiltshire.

      

      The family sat, and Esther realized that she had a very good view of Lord Wiltshire. He had bright ginger hair and green eyes. He also was broad shouldered and tall, much taller than his cousin, Lord Harry, and slightly taller than Edward.

      

      Since there were only eight people at the table, it was easy to hear the conversations going on around her. Her mother and Mary were discussing last minute adjustments to her simple wedding gown, and on the other side of the table, she could hear the booming voice of her father talking about the British Army. She was never one to simply burst into a conversation, and greatly enjoyed simply listening to what was going on around her.

      

      “What do you think, Esther?” Mary asked her.

      

      Esther was caught off-guard. “What do I think about what?” she asked.

      

      “The flowers, of course,” Mary replied.

      

      “Flowers?” Ester asked.

      

      “Have you not been paying attention to our conversation?” Mary asked.

      

      “I’m sorry,” said Esther. “I was lost in thought. What about flowers?”

      

      “Mother wants me to carry two different types of flowers during the ceremony, but I want to only carry one,” explained Mary.

      

      “I say that it is your wedding, so you should do what you want,” said Esther. “If you only want to carry one type of flower, you should.”

      

      “See, Mother?” said Mary. “Even Esther agrees with me.”

      

      Esther looked as her mother shook her head. She didn’t see what the concern was about the flowers, but then again, she had never been one to pay much attention to tradition. At least that was her opinion of herself.

      

      She could also hear Ruth telling Lord Harry about her beau, David, the son of the Earl of Highloche. Esther had only met him a couple of times, and though he was pleasant enough, she couldn’t help but think he wasn’t as serious about Ruth as she was about him. Though they were not officially promised to each other, it was the expectation of the family that he would ask for her hand, soon. Esther would continue to be the spinster sister of the family.

      

      “Esther, are you alright?” Her mother’s voice brought her back to the table. She looked down and saw a bowl of soup in front of her, but she didn’t even realize that the footman had placed it on the table.

      

      “Oh, yes, Mother,” she replied, and then picked up her spoon. “I’m sorry, I was simply lost in thought.”

      

      “What is on your mind?” asked Mary. “The orphanage?”

      

      “What do you know about the orphanage?” asked Esther.

      

      “I just know that you went there the other day, and since, you have been a bit distant,” Mary said. “At least according to Ruth and Mother.”

      

      Esther had been a bit distant, that was true. She was quite saddened by the announcement that the orphanage would be closed, and she was heartbroken that her favorite child, Julia, would be sent elsewhere.

      

      “The orphanage is closing,” said Esther, as she stirred her soup in the bowl. “The nurserymaids and staff will be transferred to new districts, and the children…I don’t know what will happen to the children.”

      

      “That’s terrible!” said Mary. “I’m so sorry to hear that.”

      

      “It’s all right,” said Esther. “This is not something that you should be thinking about on the night before your wedding.

      

      “Esther,” said her mother. “What will happen to little Julia?”

      

      Esther knew that her mother would ask her about Julia. Esther had been talking about the little girl for years.

      

      “I don’t know, Mother,” admitted Esther. “That was not revealed to me. All I was told was that they would be moved.”

      

      “It’s a shame that the little girl doesn’t have any family to take her in,” said Esther’s mother.

      

      “Yes,” Esther agreed. “I hope she is placed somewhere safe.”

      

      “Will you get to see her again?” asked Ruth, who had been listening to the conversation as she ate her first course.

      

      “I don’t know,” acknowledged Esther. “I hope to, of course, when I get home after the wedding.”

      

      “I hope you do,” said Ruth quietly. Generally, Ruth was lively and fun, and sometimes a bit mischievous. So seeing her reserved like this made Esther think that her youngest sister was very sincere.

      

      “Let’s change the subject,” said Esther’s father, who had also heard parts of the story as his family discussed the fate of the orphanage. “Harry, Edward, how are the horses?”

      

      Esther’s entire family knew that the success of Edward and Lord Harry was due to their horses. They sold horses across the country, and even exported them to the continent.

      

      “Things are going very well,” said Edward. “We have been looking to expand our breeding operations, in fact. Even moving into the future, we still expect that people will need horses for their homes and businesses.”

      

      “I very much agree,” said Esther’s father. “We have been considering adding to our team.”

      

      “You will have to take a look at our stable inventory and see if any horses catch your eye,” said Edward.

      

      “Yes, I would be happy to take you to the stable tomorrow,” said Lord Harry, piping into the conversation. “You too, My Lady,” he said as he turned to her.

      

      “That sounds wonderful,” said Esther’s father.

      

      “Thank you for inviting me,” said Esther, in an attempt to be polite. She didn’t feel the same way as she suspected he did, but she didn’t want to do anything to harm the relationship between their two families.

      

      “Brilliant!” said Lord Harry, beaming from ear to ear.

      

      A footman came and removed the soup bowl from in front of her, and then another hand placed the second course.

      

      Esther was a bit surprised that her father was talking about buying more horses. As far as she knew, his business ventures were not doing well. But that was a discussion for the men to have.

      

      Lord Wiltshire looked down briefly, and then said, “It is very nice that we can bring our families together.”

      

      “Yes, it is,” said Esther.

      

      “Allan,” said Edward, “Lady Esther is very involved in charity work and caring for orphans.”

      

      With that comment, Esther noticed that Lord Wiltshire’s eyes lit up. “That’s amazing,” he said. “I would love to hear more about your work.”

      

      “Oh, she loves to talk about it,” said Mary with a giggle.

      

      Esther turned to her sister and made a face. Then she turned to Lord Wiltshire. “Yes, I am quite focused on my work. I have been doing it for several years, now.”

      

      “I think it is fantastic that you give your time to those less fortunate,” said Lord Wiltshire. “It’s the only way that society can really function.”

      

      Esther nodded. “We all must play our parts.”

      

      “Allan, how is Oliver?” Lord Harry asked randomly.

      

      “Oh,” said Lord Wiltshire, as if he was caught off guard. “Oliver is wonderful. I just saw him this past week.”

      

      Esther didn’t know who Oliver was, so she turned her attention back to the conversation that was taking place between her mother and Ruth.

      

      “Ruth, he is a lovely man, it’s true, I just worry that he’s not as serious about you as you are about him,” said Esther’s mother.

      

      “Oh, Mother,” Ruth responded. “He is very serious. I already told you that we have talked about our future together.”

      

      “He just seems as though he likes to have too much fun,” her mother argued. Esther could agree with that. The few times she had met Ruth’s beau, he had certainly seemed to be a bit uninterested in settling down. He also seemed to like his whiskey a lot, though many men did, she supposed.

      

      “Mother, he’s simply trying to live a life of leisure before he has to take things seriously,” explained Ruth, trying to make him sound more serious than he probably was. “You know his father is in ill-health, and it is just a matter of time before he will have to step into his father’s shoes.”

      

      “Yes, Ruth,” said Esther’s mother. “I do know all of that. All I am saying is that I think you should take things a bit slower. We don’t need two weddings back-to-back.”

      

      Ruth was still quite young, a full seven years younger than Esther, but she had always had her own way of doing things. I wouldn’t be surprised if there were two back-to-back weddings in this family.

      

      A new course had arrived, and the delicious dinner and wine was starting to go to Esther’s head. She thought she had heard something about the British Army in the men’s conversation, but she was trying to pay attention to the dialogue between her mother and sister, so she wasn’t sure.

      

      Esther was not impressed with stories of war and valor. In fact, she knew that being part of these battles could change even the best of men and turn them from nice family men, to men who were drains on society. She saw examples of this all the time, whether it was a man who drank his memories of war away, or a man who abandoned his family and children because he simply couldn’t handle the pressure.

      

      “We will have a very light meal here in the dining room in the morning before the wedding ceremony,” she heard Mary explain, as she once again focused on the conversation between her mother and sisters. “And then I will ask all of you to gather outside of the chapel. The vicar should be ready around ten o’clock in the morning.”

      

      “Are other people coming to the wedding?” Ruth asked.

      

      “Some of Edward’s friends are coming in the morning,” clarified Mary. “But his only family besides Harry is his cousin, Lord Wiltshire, Allan. So, it will be Allan and Harry, plus our family, and a few close friends at the wedding itself, and everyone else will join us for the wedding breakfast.”

      

      “I’m looking forward to the cake,” said Ruth with a smile. All of the ladies began to laugh.

      

      “Leave it up to you to ignore our sister’s blessed event, and instead focus on the sweets,” said Esther with a smile.

      

      “Oh, it’s all right,” said Mary, who was always a little protective of her younger sister. “Ruth, you can have all of the cake you can eat!”

      

      Ruth laughed. “I’m sorry, I just love sweets, and this dessert is divine.”

      

      Esther couldn’t argue with that. The dessert had just been served, and it was certainly delicious. If she were honest with herself, she, too, was looking forward to the cake tomorrow. But she was also looking forward to the wedding itself, as she knew the importance of her sister marrying into a family like Edward’s.

      

      As Esther took the final bite of her dessert, she felt eyes upon her. Before she looked up, a small part of her was hoping that it was Lord Wiltshire. But, as she lifted her head, she found herself staring into the eyes of Lord Harry, and her heart fell just a little. Harry looked like a smaller version of Edward, though his features were sharper and almost cold. She did not find him to be attractive, and his eyes made her feel uncomfortable.
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        * * *

      

      Allan was standing in the drawing room again, this time holding a glass of Scotch. Dinner had been delicious, as he had always come to expect when visiting his cousins, and now the men had met for after-dinner drinks.

      

      Though he was visiting for a happy occasion, he felt a bit glum. Perhaps his cousins were right. Bridget wasn’t his peer, necessarily, but on the other hand, she did have a respectable position. It wouldn’t be out of the question to at least reconnect with her.

      

      Of course, if he was thinking about marrying, there were many other eligible ladies who would be ideal matches for him…including Lady Esther. At the same time, he had difficulties even being with a lady, thanks to his grotesque scarring.

      

      “Allan, how is the Scotch?” Edward asked. “It’s a very special blend.”

      

      Allan came back to reality from his thoughts. “It’s delicious. The smokiness is outstanding.”

      

      “Yes, I agree,” said Edward. “Speaking of smokiness, can I tempt you with a cigar?”

      

      “Absolutely,” said Allan with a smile.

      

      Edward motioned for him to cross the room, and they were met with a footman with several cigars on a silver tray. Allan chose one, and another footman clipped the tip and held up a flaring match so that Allan could light it. As he inhaled, the mixture of the wine before and during dinner, the Scotch, and the cigar made him a bit lightheaded.

      

      Allan blinked a couple of times, and then he saw a figure approaching him from the corner of his eye. He turned his head slightly and realized that it was his cousin, Harry. He was smiling, and like Allan, was carrying a cigar and a glass of Scotch.

      

      “Did you enjoy your dinner, Cousin?” Harry asked politely.

      

      “Very much so,” Allan replied. “I always marvel at the food your staff serves here.”

      

      “That’s why we never let them go!” said Harry with a hearty laugh. “They are too good at what they do down in the kitchen. Our head cook has been with us since we were children, so that’s probably why you like it so much…the memories of excellent meals.”

      

      Allan laughed. “Yes, that makes sense.” He took a puff of his cigar. “The dessert was fantastic, too.”

      

      “Oh yes,” Harry replied. “Wait until you taste the wedding cake tomorrow. It is sure to be divine.”

      

      Allan took a sip of Scotch. “You seem to be in a jolly mood, Harry.”

      

      “Oh, yes,” Harry said. “I am happy for my brother and to have a new sister-in-law. Occasions like this are always exciting.”

      

      “It was just surprising,” Allan said with a brief laugh. “You usually aren’t this animated.”

      

      “Well,” said Harry with a grin. “It might be the Scotch, too.”

      

      Allan had to laugh at that. He was feeling the effects of the night’s imbibing, as well. He would surely sleep like a babe tonight.

      

      “You know, Allan,” said Harry. “I have been thinking. Perhaps it’s not a terrible thing about you and your nurse reconnecting.”

      

      “She’s not that type of nurse, Harry,” Allan reminded him.

      

      “I didn’t mean anything by that, I know she’s not a woman of pleasure.” Harry said.

      

      “I am glad that is clear,” replied Allan.

      

      “All I am saying is that if you want to reconnect with her, you should. Why let Edward’s opinion matter?” Harry asked.

      

      “She has just been on my mind, is all,” said Allan. “That’s it.”

      

      “Again, don’t let Edward’s opinion matter,” said Harry with a smile. “Do you know how to get in touch with Miss Bridget?”

      

      “I don’t,” admitted Allan, “But I will look her up at some point. Perhaps when I get home.”

      

      “I can help you,” said Harry. “It would be my pleasure. What’s her surname?”

      

      “Crampton. Bridget Crampton,” said Allan.

      

      “Hmm. I’m not familiar with the name,” said Harry. “But I am sure I can find out more about her.”

      

      “I don’t want to know more about her,” said Allan. “I just want to know where she is and reconnect.”

      

      Harry smiled. “Well, the future is not written in stone, of course, but you could make a move now, and see what the future has in store for you.”

      

      “Yes,” Allan said, as he once again felt the combination of the cigar and Scotch in his head. He glanced at the clock.

      

      “I think I am going to retire for the evening, Cousin,” Allan said to Harry.

      

      “Good night. I won’t be far behind you,” said Harry. “We have a wedding in the morning!”

      

      Allan nodded and smiled at his cousin, and then waved at Edward, who was across the room deep in conversation with his future father-in-law.

      

      He walked to the door, the footman opened it for him, and Allan left to go to bed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning sun was bright and there was not a cloud in the sky as Esther gazed out the window. Mary’s wedding was this morning, and it looked like it would be a perfect day.

      

      Esther’s lady’s maid, Rose, was brushing her hair, and Esther’s head kept falling back as Rose pulled on the strands.

      

      “Are you happy with your chosen gown, My Lady?” Rose asked Esther.

      

      “Oh yes,” Esther replied. “I am very happy with it.”

      

      “The blue color will look nice with your hair, My Lady, and it will bring out your eyes,” said Rose.

      

      “I agree,” said Esther.

      

      Rose had twisted Esther’s hair around the curling tongs, creating curls that surrounded her face. “Did you decide which hat to wear, My Lady?”

      

      “I believe I did,” Esther replied holding one with a wide brim up to Rose. “I brought it, so I might as well wear it. If I go outdoors at any time, I will be glad for it. It’s quite sunny.”

      

      “Yes, Madam,” Rose replied. “You certainly don’t want to allow your skin to redden in the sun.”

      

      Rose continued to work on Esther’s hair while she continued to stare out of the window. She had slept very well, but she kept thinking about the prospect that she could, perhaps, speak with Lord Wiltshire today at some point. She was curious to see if he would be interested in speaking with her. She knew without a doubt that Lord Harry would attempt to speak with her.

      

      “Your hair is perfect, My Lady,” Rose said as she held up a mirror for Esther to look into.

      

      “It looks wonderful, Rose,” Esther replied. “Thank you so much.”

      

      “It is my pleasure, My Lady,” Rose replied. “Are you ready to dress?”

      

      “Yes, of course,” said Esther.

      

      Esther stood from her chair and followed Rose to where the wardrobe was. As Rose opened the door, Esther could see all of the gowns that she had brought. Rose pulled out the blue gown, and then picked up the matching hat, and sat them to the side.

      

      Esther already wore her shift, and Rose began to help her put on the corset she would wear. The corset was pulled tight, and Esther took in a breath, as tying the corset pushed the breath in her body right out.

      

      With her corset snugly into place, Rose placed a petticoat over the corset. Her white stockings came next, and finally, she was able to get into the gown, with Rose’s help.

      

      The gown she had chosen was cornflower blue in color with white lace trim. The skirt was tailored perfectly, and even Esther admired her shape as she looked into the mirror once it was on.

      

      “You look beautiful, My Lady,” Rose said, and for once, Esther had to agree with her. She looked good.

      

      Rose helped place the hat upon her head, and then she pulled the curls out so that they framed Esther’s face. “Perfect,” the lady’s maid said. Esther noticed as Rose looked at the clock on the wall and then said, “It’s time for you to go downstairs, My Lady.”

      

      “Thank you, Rose,” Esther said. She took one last look in the mirror, and then walked over to the door. She opened the knob and stepped out into the hallway. It was empty, save for a couple of maids at the far end. She wondered if her parents and sister, Ruth, were ready yet. She figured that she wouldn’t see Mary until right before the wedding.

      

      The wedding would be held in the parish chapel, which was only a short carriage ride away, but she would be travelling with Ruth and her parents.

      

      She began to walk down the hallway, and as she turned the corner, she came face to face with Lord Harry. “Oh,” she said, “You startled me.”

      

      Lord Harry bowed to her, a bit elaborately, and said “My apologies, Lady Esther. I meant no such thing. I simply was waiting for you, to escort you to the drawing room.”

      

      “Oh,” Esther replied. “That’s very nice of you, My Lord. I was just on my way to find my family for the wedding.”

      

      “Please, take my arm,” he said, as he extended his arm out to her. Even in his Hessian boots, and she wearing slippers, they were almost the same height. He was much smaller than his brother and cousin, though Esther herself was fairly full-figured. “I will escort you downstairs to wait.”

      

      Esther took Lord Harry’s arm, and he walked her to the top of the stairs. “It’s a beautiful day for a wedding, isn’t it, My Lady?”

      

      “Yes, My Lord,” she replied. “From the window, it looks beautiful.”

      

      “I have already been outdoors this morning, and the air is getting warm,” he said, as they began to descend the staircase.

      

      “I’m happy that my sister will have a gorgeous day for her wedding,” Esther said, as she carefully made her way down the stairs. “She deserves it.”

      

      The pair made it to the bottom of the elaborate staircase, and Esther noticed that several other people were milling around, people she was unfamiliar with, but whom were certainly here for the wedding.

      

      “Let me introduce you to some of our friends,” Lord Harry said, still holding tight to Esther’s arm. She didn’t have much of a choice but to allow him to lead her to a small group of people and made introductions. Esther couldn’t help but feel as if Lord Harry was trying to show her off, or something.

      

      “Esther!” she heard from behind her. She and Lord Harry both stopped and turned. It was her sister, Ruth, and she was walking towards them.

      

      “You must come with me,” Ruth said as she motioned for Esther to come near. “Mother is asking for you. We are ready to leave for the wedding.”

      

      Esther looked at Lord Harry and said, “It seems my mother needs me. Thank you for escorting me down here.”

      

      Lord Harry let go of her arm and smiled. “It was my pleasure. I hope we can speak again, later.”

      

      Esther just nodded, and then turned quickly on her heel and made her way to Ruth. “What does Mother want? Are we ready to leave?”

      

      “We are,” said Ruth with a smile. “Plus, it looked like you needed help there.”

      

      Esther smiled, and said “Thank you, Ruth. Perhaps we should at least find mother to complete this charade.”

      

      Ruth giggled. “Yes,” she said. “Good idea. I will escort you there.” Just like Lord Harry did, Ruth linked her arm with Esther’s, and the sisters walked back through the hallway to the bottom of the stairs. Esther turned around and noted that they were no longer in the view of Lord Harry.

      

      “I’m so glad you saw me,” Esther exclaimed. You look wonderful, Ruth.”

      

      “Thank you,” Ruth responded. “So do you. The blue is stunning on you. It really brings out your eyes.”

      

      “And thank you, too.” Esther said with a smile.

      

      “There you two are!”

      

      Esther turned around and saw her mother and father coming down the stairs. Both of them looked perfect for the wedding. Esther’s father embraced her, and then her mother did the same. “Are you two ready for the wedding?” Esther’s father asked.

      

      Esther nodded, and Ruth said, “Yes.”

      

      “Wonderful,” their father said. “Let’s go to the chapel. Edward and Mary should be there very soon.”

      

      The family walked from the bottom of the stairway, through the hallway, and passed the groups of people whom Esther had previously met with Lord Harry. She also noted that Lord Harry was standing alone, leaning against the wall. He surely looks lonely.

      

      It didn’t much surprise Esther that Lord Harry was standing alone. She knew that he didn’t have a lot of close friends, if any. And seeing that, just verified her thought that he was trying to show her off to people he knew. She wasn’t even sure that one could call those people friends.

      

      The family walked towards the front door of the home, and when the footman opened the door, a large carriage was waiting for them. They all were helped in, and then took the quick ride to the chapel making small talk about the wedding and the upcoming marriage of Mary and Edward. Once they arrived, the family entered the church.

      

      Esther followed her father and mother into the narthex at the west end of the chapel. They would only be there for a moment, as both Esther and Ruth would serve as Mary’s attendants, and her father would have to walk Mary down the aisle. Their mother would go into the chapel and wait.

      

      Esther could see into the chapel and saw that it was fairly unremarkable, but there were some flowers decorating the area where the vicar was standing. The other guests had begun to gather, and Esther started to look around for Lord Wiltshire. She didn’t see him, however. Perhaps he was one of Edward’s attendants.

      

      It was then that Edward walked into the chapel, looking extremely handsome and noble. He walked over to the vicar, and they had a brief conversation. He then turned towards Esther and Ruth and walked over to them.

      

      The two ladies smiled at their future brother-in-law, and Edward said, “I believe Mary is waiting for you in the room next to the chapel.”

      

      Esther and Ruth took their leave and walked over to a door to the left of the chapel’s entrance. As they walked in, Esther gasped. Mary looked beautiful in her pale yellow gown. She was holding a small bouquet of white and yellow flowers in her hand and had a look of nervousness across her face.

      

      “I am so happy to see both of you,” Mary said. She embraced Esther, and then hugged Ruth. “You both look beautiful.”

      

      “You look stunning,” said Esther to her younger sister. “His Grace is a very lucky man.”

      

      “You are making me blush,” said Mary, and Esther could see the redness building in her cheeks.

      

      “Esther is right,” said Ruth, wiping her eyes. “The moment is getting to me.”

      

      All three sisters embraced in a group, and there was a knock at the door. The footman who was standing nearby opened it, and their father stepped in. He paused for a moment and looked at his three daughters.

      

      “I am a lucky man to have such gorgeous and wonderful daughters.” His voice cracked at the end of the sentence. “Esther and Ruth, take those flowers and walk into the chapel. Mary and I will be directly behind you,” her father said.

      

      All three ladies looked at each other and smiled. Esther and Ruth picked up bouquets, which matched the one Mary held, and turned to go back to the chapel. When they arrived, the doors were closed, but a footman was there to open it for them.

      

      As Esther and Ruth walked in side by side, Esther focused on the vicar, who was standing behind a small table on the other side of the chapel. She could feel the guests staring at her and Ruth as they walked towards the altar.

      

      As they walked deeper into the chapel, she could see Edward out of the corner of her eye, and after a few more steps, she could see Lord Harry standing next to him, beaming in her direction. Next to Lord Harry, she saw Lord Wiltshire and her heart momentarily stopped beating. He looked so handsome.

      

      She swallowed hard, and once again tried to focus on the vicar, but it was difficult knowing that Lord Wiltshire was standing to her side. She didn’t even understand why she was having these feelings, as she had never much contemplated love or had a romance with anyone. Perhaps it was just the wedding atmosphere.

      

      Esther and Ruth approached the vicar, and he motioned for them to stand to the side of the table. She saw him look up and towards the far side of the chapel, so she did the same, just in time to see Mary and her father standing in the doorway.

      

      The father and daughter began to walk down the aisle that she and Ruth walked, and when Esther glanced over at Edward, she could tell that he was feeling nothing but love for Mary.

      

      When Mary and her father stepped in front of the vicar, her father announced that he was giving his daughter to Edward, and then he went and stood next to his wife.

      

      The vicar began speaking, but Esther wasn’t paying much attention. Her attention, instead, was focused on Lord Harry and Lord Wiltshire, who were standing side by side directly across from her. Lord Wiltshire was looking at the vicar and listening to what he said, but once again, Lord Harry was longingly looking in her direction.

      

      The vicar began to read from the Book of Common Prayer, and then asked Edward and Mary if either of them had to confess any impediment, which would stop them from being married lawfully. He then explained the vows, and both Edward and Mary exchanged the words with each other, and Esther couldn’t help but be touched by their love.

      

      Following the exchange of vows, the vicar blessed the gold ring that Mary would wear. Esther watched as he handed it to Edward, who gently placed it on her sister’s hand.

      

      The vicar administered communion to the couple, and then read several scriptures about love and marriage. Finally, he asked the entire room to join him in a prayer. Mary and Edward both signed the registry, and then Esther and Allan did the same. The wedding was complete, and Edward and Mary turned to walk outside to greet the family and friends who were waiting to greet them.

      

      People outside of the chapel began to gather to offer their congratulations. The vicar, the newly married couple, and the attendants formed a receiving line, and there were hugs and tears as people walked through. Esther, too, got caught up in the moment, and when Lord Harry caught her eyes and smiled at her, she smiled back.
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        * * *

      

      The family had arrived back at Edward’s estate and gathered in the drawing room. Several footmen began walking around the room with trays of champagne, and Esther was happy to take a glass. Now that the wedding was over, they could all relax and celebrate during the wedding breakfast and celebration.

      

      “She looked so lovely,” Ruth said to Esther, quietly. “I can’t believe that I will be married soon, too.”

      

      Esther turned towards her sister and looked at her with confusion. “Do Mother and Father know?” she asked with trepidation.

      

      Ruth shook her head. “I haven’t told them, yet, but yes, he has asked for my hand in marriage.”

      

      Esther gasped. “You have to tell them,” she said. “You cannot let this go, Ruth.”

      

      “I will tell them when we go home,” her youngest sister said. “I wanted this to be Mary’s special time. I will have my own.”

      

      Esther didn’t really know if Ruth telling their parents that she was engaged would be a special time. If anything, she would expect her parents to be a bit upset by the news.

      

      Esther just nodded at Ruth. This will be an interesting conversation.

      

      Other people were coming in the doors now, and the drawing room was becoming full. Esther could see a tall man walking through the crowd, and he began approaching people and directing them out of the room. He approached Esther and Ruth, and said, “I am His Grace, the Duke of Daftwood’s, steward. In a few moments time, we will begin the wedding breakfast.” He then walked on to the next group of people.

      

      Esther tried to look through the crowded room to see where her parents were, but they were lost in a small sea of people. She just hoped that Ruth was true to her word and that she would not tell her parents about her engagement.

      

      She did, however, see Mary, and catch her eye. They smiled at each other, and Esther was so happy that Mary’s dream of marrying Edward had come true for her. It truly was a momentous occasion, and wonderful for her family.

      

      Near the door of the drawing room, she could see the ladies gathering to go into the dining room, so she held Ruth’s arm, guiding her to meet the other ladies. The wedding breakfast was about to begin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      It had been many years since Allan had sat at a table with this many people. He was sure that he was in for a marvelous feast, but all of the bodies around him was making him a bit uncomfortable. He took a sip of wine and looked at his immediate surroundings.

      

      He was hoping that he would somehow have been sat next to Lady Esther, but she was seated closer to her father, as she was the oldest daughter. If Allan leaned forward enough, he could see her, though.

      

      Allan turned towards the youngest sister of Lady Esther, but he couldn’t remember her name. She must have realized that he was looking at her because she turned towards him and said, “You are Edward’s cousin?”

      

      Caught off guard, Allan had a brief moment of silence, and then awkwardly said, “Yes, I’m Harry’s cousin, um, Edward’s cousin, too.”

      

      The lady laughed, and said “I am Lady Ruth Nott, Lady Mary’s younger sister.”

      

      “It is a pleasure to meet you, My Lady,” Allan said. “The wedding was enchanting, wasn’t it?” he asked as plates of toast and jam were placed on the table in front of him.

      

      “Oh yes,” Lady Ruth replied, taking a sip of wine. “I am so happy for Mary. Your cousin is a wonderful man, and our family is ecstatic about their union.”

      

      “It is amazing that they found each other,” Allan concurred. “It is nice that my cousin can not only be married to such a delightful lady, but be connected to such a well-respected family, such as your own.”

      

      He took a piece of toast and covered it with jam. It was delicious, and he was hungry. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Lady Ruth doing the same.

      

      “This toast is lovely,” she said to him between bites.

      

      “Oh, yes,” Allan said. “I spent a lot of time here as a child, and the bread, which this toast is made of, has always been a favorite of mine. In fact, all of the food here is wonderful.”

      

      “I’m jealous,” said Lady Ruth playfully. “We certainly don’t have food like this at home. My sister is lucky that she can have this type of food all of the time!”

      

      Allan had to laugh. Ruth’s personality was certainly contagious, and he was greatly enjoying sitting next to her. She seemed young and playful, and it was refreshing for Allan to have a bit of fun during a meal. Fortunately, wedding breakfasts were known to be celebratory.

      

      “I don’t have this type of food at home, either,” said Allan. “I’m a lowly Earl though, and my cousin, the Duke, got all of the good cooks.”

      

      Now it was Lady Ruth’s turn to laugh. “That’s probably true. Though my father is a Duke, as I have said, the food at home doesn’t come up to this standard. I was just telling my mother and sister, Esther, last night, that I was really looking forward to the cake.”

      

      Allan laughed again. “Yes, I am looking forward to the cake, too, but the eggs and ham are sure to also be delicious.” Plates of eggs and ham, along with bacon, fish, and more toast had appeared.

      

      “Speaking of the cake,” Allan said, “my cousin Harry was talking about it last night. It seems we all have a bit of a sweet tooth.”

      

      Ruth giggled. “Everyone loves sweets. Even my mother, who can be a bit…stuffy…loves sweets.”

      

      Allan was greatly enjoying the conversation with Lady Ruth and he wondered how her personality compared to Lady Esther’s.

      

      “There are just the three of you in the family?” He asked, even though he knew the answer, thanks to his conversation with her father the night before.

      

      “Yes,” Lady Ruth replied. “I am the youngest of three.”

      

      “I am an only child,” Allan said. “Edward and Harry were always like brothers to me, but I don’t know what it’s like to grow up with siblings.”

      

      “Oh, I’m sorry about that,” Lady Ruth said. “Well, not about Edward and Lord Harry being like brothers, of course,” she laughed, “but because you didn’t have siblings.”

      

      “You enjoy having siblings, I take it?” Allan asked.

      

      “Very much so,” Lady Ruth replied. “I don’t know what I would do without my sisters. Both of them are very different, but both of them have been great influences on my life.”

      

      “That is very nice to say,” Allan said. “I suppose Edward and Harry have been influential on my life, too.”

      

      “My sisters are wonderful. Mary is so pleasant. She’s certainly the kindest one of all of us. She doesn’t have an unkind bone in her body,” Lady Ruth explained. “In fact, people just always comment about how polite she is.”

      

      “Esther, on the other hand, is also agreeable, but she’s much more serious,” said Lady Ruth.

      

      “How so?” asked Allan with curiosity.

      

      “Well, Esther is passionate and opinionated, especially when it comes to her work with the orphans and with charity,” Lady Ruth explained. “She doesn’t have a lot of time for other things, and she just doesn’t care. She will, for instance, smile and be nice, just like Mary, but her focus is on her charity work, which she is constantly thinking about.”

      

      “Interesting,” said Allan. “I did talk to Lady Esther last night about her charity work, and I was hoping to learn more about it.”

      

      Lady Ruth got a refill of wine from a passing footman, and then continued. “In that case, all you have to do is ask her.” She laughed and said, “She would talk about her charity work all day if we would let her.”

      

      “That’s a noble vocation, though,” Allan said, getting a refill on his wine, too.

      

      “Oh, I very much agree with you,” Lady Ruth said, “I just don’t have the patience to do that type of work. It’s very sad, and I don’t like to be sad.”

      

      “I can imagine that it would not always be pleasant to do that type of work,” Allan agreed.

      

      “No, she has told me stories about the poor children she works with, and about the families. It isn’t pleasant,” said Lady Ruth.

      

      The footmen began to clear the plates around them. “Not to change the subject,” said Lady Ruth, “but since they are clearing the plates, it can only mean one thing.”

      

      Allan looked at her and said, “Cake.”
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        * * *

      

      “That cake was delicious,” Esther said to her mother as they gathered back in the drawing room after breakfast. Each lady was sipping on a glass of sherry.

      

      “I love a dense cake filled with fruit, and the icing was absolutely divine. I am going to have to find out how they make it so fluffy and tell the cook at home,” her mother replied.

      

      Esther nodded. “Please do, Mother,” she said, as she saw Ruth walking towards them.

      

      “Did you have cake?” her youngest sister asked.

      

      “Of course we did,” said Esther with a smile. “It was delectable. In fact, the entire meal was divine.”

      

      “It certainly was,” agreed her sister. “I had the loveliest conversation, too.”

      

      “Oh?” asked her mother. “With whom?”

      

      “Lord Wiltshire, Edward’s and Lord Harry’s cousin,” Ruth replied.

      

      Esther’s heart skipped a beat. Ruth and Lord Wiltshire sat with each other at the wedding breakfast? What did they talk about?

      

      “He seems like a nice young gentlemen,” her mother said.

      

      “Oh, he is,” said Ruth. “If I was not already seeing someone, I would certainly be interested in him.” She grinned.

      

      “Oh, Ruth,” her mother said, shaking her head. “I don’t know where you come up with these things.”

      

      Ruth laughed, and Esther began looking around the room for Lord Wiltshire. If Ruth was out here, and they sat next to each other and enjoyed each other’s company, perhaps he would come out to the drawing room again.

      

      Esther didn’t see him as she looked around, so then she turned the other way. Lord Harry was making his way towards her. He smiled and waved when he saw her looking at him.

      

      Lord Harry approached and said, “I hope that you enjoyed the wedding breakfast.”

      

      “I did,” said Esther. “Your cooks are highly skilled.”

      

      “Yes, they are,” said Lord Harry. “Your father and I are going to walk over to the stables. Would you like to join us?”

      

      “Thank you so much for the invitation,” Esther said, “But I was just going to spend some time with my mother and sisters. After all, we won’t see Mary for a while after we leave tomorrow.”

      

      Lord Harry’s face fell. “I certainly understand. It’s important to spend time with your family. Perhaps next time.”

      

      “Of course,” Esther said, simply to be polite. “That sounds wonderful.”

      

      “Then hopefully I will see you later, and if not, surely for dinner,” Lord Harry replied.

      

      “Oh yes,” said Esther. “Surely for dinner.”

      

      “Great!” he said, as the smile returned to his face. “I’m sure it will be just as delectable,” he added as he walked away.

      

      As Esther watched him walking, she felt someone touch her arm, gently, and say “Lady Esther?”

      

      She turned quickly and came face to face with Lord Wiltshire.

      

      “Oh,” she said, surprised. “Pardon me, My Lord, I didn’t realize it was you.”

      

      “I’m sorry,” said Lord Wiltshire. “I shouldn’t have snuck up on you like that.”

      

      “It’s perfectly fine,” said Esther, blushing. She could feel her heart fluttering as she looked at him.

      

      “The wedding was nice,” said Lord Wiltshire. “Your sister and my cousin make a perfect couple.”

      

      Esther smiled, “They certainly do. I was very impressed the first time I met him, and I continue to be impressed by him and his ways. He’s an excellent match for Mary.”

      

      “Though I have only just met your sister yesterday, I can tell that she is a good, compassionate person,” Lord Wiltshire said.

      

      “Indeed, she is,” Esther agreed. “She is certainly nicer than me,” she said with a laugh.

      

      “Oh, I have heard that you are very nice, too, My Lady,” he said with a smile. “At least, according to your youngest sister.”

      

      Esther smiled and took a sip of her sherry. “Ruth told me that she sat next to you during the wedding breakfast.”

      

      “So, does that mean you were talking about me?” Lord Wiltshire asked with a smile. Is he flirting with me?

      

      “Indirectly,” said Esther with a grin.

      

      Lord Wiltshire laughed. “If that’s the case, your sister and I were…indirectly…speaking of you, too.”

      

      “I hope that the conversation was positive,” Esther replied.

      

      “Very positive,” said Lord Wiltshire. “As mentioned, Ruth had nothing but good things to say about you. I told her that I was very interested in learning more about your charity work.”

      

      “Oh, of course,” said Esther. She thoroughly enjoyed talking about her vocation. “I would love to tell you more about it.”

      

      “How about now?” Lord Wiltshire asked as he took a sip of the whiskey he was holding. He really is very striking.

      

      “Well,” said Esther. “Most days of the week I spend time with orphans. I read to them, I talk with them, and most importantly, I try to show them that there are good people in the world.”

      

      “That sounds like noble work,” he said.

      

      “So many of these children have grown up in horrific conditions, and most of them don’t trust adults,” explained Esther. “They are often ill-treated and cast aside by their families, too.”

      

      “It sounds very sad,” Lord Wiltshire replied.

      

      “It is,” agreed Esther. “Which is why I work so hard to make them feel safer. In general, I work with the young girls, and most of them don’t have good relationships with men, either, so I try to read them stories about or talk about good men in the world.”

      

      “The men of the world thank you for that,” Lord Wiltshire said with a raise of his glass. He smiled at her, and Esther couldn’t help but smile back. He’s quite funny, too.

      

      “I work with families, of course,” Esther continued. “It is important that struggling families get help. Otherwise, the poor children will also end up as orphans. I have seen it time and time again.”

      

      “That is unfortunate,” said Lord Wiltshire. Esther could see real sincerity in his face. “You should be very proud of the work you do, My Lady. Does your family support you?”

      

      “In general, yes,” explained Esther, taking another sip of sherry. “My mother and father, of course, wonder how long I will keep doing it. They believe I should either stop and settle down with a husband or find a man who would support my ventures.”

      

      “Your parents sound like they just want what’s best for you,” Lord Wiltshire remarked.

      

      “They do,” agreed Esther, “And I understand that. I know that as the daughter of a Duke, that it is my responsibility to marry well. However, I love my work so much, and I am so passionate about it, finding a partner for marriage simply isn’t my priority.”

      

      “Most ladies listen to their parents,” said Lord Wiltshire. “I don’t have sisters, nor parents any longer, but that’s what I think, anyway.”

      

      “You are right,” said Esther with a laugh. “Most ladies do as their parents dictate.”

      

      “You are not like most ladies,” Lord Wiltshire said.

      

      Esther laughed again. “You are correct on that, My Lord,” she agreed. “Luckily, out of the three of us, they have two other daughters who generally do heed their advice.”

      

      This caused the young Earl to laugh. “Just from the time I spent with Lady Ruth, I would have pinned her as the rebel of the family.”

      

      “Oh, she is,” Esther agreed. “However, she usually comes around to the desire of our parents. She has always been the mischievous one. Perhaps they only have one ideal daughter?”

      

      Both of them laughed, and Esther couldn’t believe how comfortable she was with the Earl of Wiltshire. In fact, it felt as if they were the only two people in the room. This has been such a pleasant surprise.

      

      “Now, I have told you a bit about my work,” Esther said to Lord Wiltshire. “What about you? What are you focused on in life?”

      

      “Honestly,” said Lord Wiltshire, “I don’t have much of a focus on anything.” He took a sip of whiskey and looked a bit uncomfortable.

      

      “There is nothing?” asked Esther, surprised at his answer.

      

      He took another sip of whiskey. Esther could tell that he didn’t know what to say.

      

      “You don’t have to say anything, My Lord,” she said. “I’m sorry I asked.” Esther felt very uncomfortable.

      

      “No,” said Allan quickly. “I’m sorry, My Lady. I’m not used to people asking me that.”

      

      “People don’t ask you about your interests?” asked Esther with surprise.

      

      “No,” said Lord Wiltshire. “People generally know. My reputation precedes me.”

      

      “I don’t understand,” said Esther with confusion.

      

      “I was in the British Army,” Lord Wiltshire said. “Most people know that.”

      

      Esther’s heart sank. The irony—that she finally found a man whom she could be interested in and his history was the one thing she didn’t want in a spouse—came over her quickly. In fact, she even shook her head slightly.

      

      “You don’t like the British Army?” Lord Wiltshire asked, with an uncomfortable laugh.

      

      Esther said, “I fully support the British Army.” She forced a smile. Obviously, they would not have a future, but she wanted to be polite and let him finish his story.

      

      Lord Wiltshire cleared his throat and drank the last bit of whiskey that remained in his glass. “All right,” he said. “That’s the closest thing to an interest that I ever had. I wanted to fight for my country.”

      

      “You don’t any longer?” Esther asked, still keeping up the appearance that she was interested in learning more.

      

      “I was injured,” said Lord Wiltshire. “At the Battle of Waterloo. After that, I haven’t been focused about much.”

      

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” said Esther, finishing her last bit of sherry. “I assume the injury was serious?”

      

      “Very,” said Lord Wiltshire, as he held out his glass to a footman who filled it with more whiskey. “I would have died on the battlefield if my friend, General Oliver Blackmore, hadn’t pulled me out of harm’s way. He got me to a safe place.”

      

      “That’s terrible,” said Esther, now holding her glass out for more sherry.

      

      “Fortunately, it all turned out well in the end,” said Lord Wiltshire. “It took a while for my injuries to heal, and I was in a makeshift Army hospital.”

      

      “How long did it take to recover?” Esther asked. Though she would never be with an Army man because she knew how war could terribly change a person, she was interested in his story.

      

      “Several months,” said Lord Wiltshire. “I don’t remember much of it, though. I was sedated during most of the recovery period.”

      

      “That really is terrible,” said Esther. She felt badly for him, and though the conversation had become uncomfortable, it seemed to be on better ground, now. Perhaps I should change the subject.

      

      “Do you ride horses?” Esther asked. At least this would be a topic they could both talk about, perhaps.

      

      “I do,” said Lord Wiltshire. “Though I am not as skilled as my cousins. Of course, my family had and still has riding horses, but again, speaking of interests, I am not as focused on horses as Edward and Harry.”

      

      At that exact moment, Esther happened to look across the room. Lord Harry was standing there and watching her and Lord Wiltshire, and he did not look happy. He had a frown on his face, and his eyes looked very angry. It almost scared Esther to look at him.

      

      “I’m going to have to excuse myself,” she said as politely as she could. “It has been such a pleasure speaking with you, My Lord.”

      

      “Oh, yes,” Lord Wiltshire stammered. “Of course, My Lady. I, too, have thoroughly enjoyed speaking with you. I hope that it’s not the last time.” He smiled at her.

      

      “I’m sure we will meet again, soon,” Esther said. “After all, we are family now, thanks to your cousin and my sister.”

      

      “Indeed,” Lord Wiltshire said. “I look forward to seeing you again, Lady Esther.”

      

      She nodded at him, and then turned away. It was more difficult than she thought as she did it. She began to walk and quickly scanned the crowd looking for a familiar face. She met Mary’s eyes from across the room, and immediately began moving towards her sister.

      

      Esther had to maneuver through a group of people and exchanged pleasantries as she passed through. Miraculously, Mary was alone, and Esther was able to embrace her.

      

      “I haven’t had a chance to congratulate you after the wedding,” she said to Mary. “It was a beautiful ceremony, and the wedding breakfast was heavenly.”

      

      Mary was all smiles. “Thank you so much, Esther. I know Edward and I must leave soon to head to London to begin our wedding tour. We hope to be there by nightfall. But, I want you to know how much I will miss you.”

      

      Esther could feel a lump forming in her throat. “I will miss you, too, Mary. When you get home, we will certainly have to get together.”

      

      “We will, Esther,” said Mary with tears forming in her eyes. “This is all so overwhelming. I am so happy, yet sad, that I have to leave my family for a few weeks.”

      

      Esther took her sister’s hand. “It will pass quickly, Mary. Plus, you will have Edward with you. I can’t imagine anything more wonderful than that.”

      

      Mary looked at Esther, a single tear running down her cheek. She smiled and nodded, and then said. “Perhaps when we get back, we will invite our families for a dinner party, or hold a ball.”

      

      “That would be lovely,” Esther replied. “I look forward to it already.”

      

      Mary wiped the tear from her face. “Not only would you get to see me again,” she said with a smile, “But you would also get to see Lord Wiltshire.”

      

      “What do you mean by that?” Esther asked.

      

      “Nothing,” Mary grinned. “It just seemed from over here that the two of you were having a delightful conversation.”

      

      “Oh, yes,” said Esther. “The conversation was a good one. He is a very nice, personable man.”

      

      “A man you might have interest in?” asked Mary.

      

      “No,” admitted Esther. She watched Mary’s face fall.

      

      “Why ever not?” Mary asked in a tone that sounded as if she was greatly disappointed.

      

      “I’m simply not interested in him like that,” Esther said.

      

      “I don’t see why not,” Mary replied. “He is handsome, successful, compassionate, and caring. He is an ideal marriage partner.”

      

      “He is all of those things, I agree,” said Esther, again feeling uncomfortable by a conversation.

      

      “Then what is it?” Mary asked. “Are you interested in another man? Not Harry, right?”

      

      Esther laughed. “Certainly not Lord Harry,” she replied quietly, just in case he was within hearing distance of them. “He worries me a bit, actually. When I was talking with Lord Wiltshire, he did not look happy.”

      

      Now it was Mary’s turn to chuckle. “Of course he wasn’t happy. He is enamored with you,” she said. “He likely interpreted your actions as I did, that you were interested in Lord Wiltshire.”

      

      “Perhaps,” Esther said. “I have no plans to get into any type of relationship with Harry other than the family relations we have now.”

      

      “He will be disappointed,” Mary said with a chuckle.

      

      At that point, Edward approached them. “Darling, are you almost ready to go? We need to leave soon in order to make it to London this evening.”

      

      Mary nodded, and then turned to Esther. She pulled her into her arms with a hug, and then whispered, “I will miss you, but I will see you soon.” Esther held her tightly.

      

      Mary pulled away, and said “I must go say good-bye to Ruth, Mother, and Father. Safe travels home tomorrow, Esther.”

      

      “You be safe, too,” Esther said, and then she turned to Edward with a smile, “I’m sure you will keep my sister safe.”

      

      “I will think of nothing else,” he said with a grin on his face.

      

      With that, both of them walked, hand in hand, away from Esther. She stood alone with an empty sherry glass in her hand, and silently wished for all the blessings in the world to bestow themselves upon the couple.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      Allan, Harry, and the Duke of Aishling once again found themselves sitting in the drawing room smoking cigars and drinking Scotch. The events of the day were over, Edward and Lady Mary were off to London to begin their wedding tour, and all of the guests had left.

      

      Harry had been a bit quiet most of the day, though Allan simply believed that it was due to the fact that his brother would be leaving, and he would be in charge of the household until Edward returned. Harry was never one to take charge, so Allan could imagine that his role was weighing on him.

      

      “How many Arabs did you say you have?” the Duke asked Harry. They had been deep in the discussion of horses for close to an hour’s time. Allan was contributing to the conversation when he could, but the truth was, he was a bit distracted.

      

      He was so pleased to have the time today with Lady Esther, and for much of the conversation, he couldn’t help but think it was going brilliantly. Then, she suddenly seemed to cool on him, and didn’t seem interested at all. He wondered if it was something he said, but he couldn’t recall saying anything that could offend her.

      

      “Our thoroughbreds have been exported as far as the Middle East,” Allan heard Harry boast.

      

      He took a long draw off of his cigar. Women were so confusing. Throughout the two days he had been here, he had thought that he had feelings for Bridget, and then he thought that he had feelings for Lady Esther. Now, at the end of his visit, he didn’t know what was going on in his mind. He currently didn’t want Bridget anymore, and though he wanted Lady Esther, she certainly didn’t seem to want him.

      

      “What do you think, Lord Wiltshire?” The Duke asked.

      

      “Your Grace?” Allan said, unsure what he was being asked.

      

      The Duke laughed. “Do you think Harry can convince the Duke of Wallings to buy fifteen of his prized thoroughbreds?”

      

      “The Duke of Wallings?” Allan asked.

      

      Harry and the Duke both laughed, now. “My goal, while Edward is away, is to make a big sale to the Duke of Wallings,” said Harry. “You obviously were not paying attention to our conversation.”

      

      “I’m sorry,” said Allan with a smile. “I was lost in thought, and I lost track of what we were discussing.”

      

      “It’s fine,” said Harry sharply. “It was simply horse talk. Nothing you would have been particularly interested in.”

      

      “Oh, wonderful,” said Allan. “Actually, I think I am going to retire for the evening.” He stood up, placed his empty glass on the table next to him, and snuffed out his cigar, leaving it in the ashtray. “I have an early start in the morning, as I have to be home for a meeting in the afternoon.”

      

      Both Harry and the Duke stood. Harry extended his hand. “It was a pleasure having you, Allan. I will be in touch. Please don’t be a stranger.” It’s amazing how his moods seem to change so quickly.

      

      The Duke also extended his hand. “It has been wonderful meeting you. I hope that we can get together, soon.”

      

      “It was my pleasure,” Allan said, shaking the Duke’s hand. “I bid you both a good night.”

      

      Allan walked towards the door and into the grand hallway, and once again his childhood memories flooded back to him. It was a time when he, Edward, and Harry had fun and enjoyed all of the spoils of being young lords.

      

      Things felt different, now, for some reason. He didn’t know if it was because of his time in the British Army, or if, perhaps, it was due to the fact that Edward was now married. He didn’t think so, though. Instead, it seemed as if things had changed between him and his cousin Harry, but he couldn’t exactly put his finger on it. He and Edward had always been a bit closer, but now, it almost seemed as if Harry saw him in a different light.

      

      Allan couldn’t figure it out, now, but he had an entire two-hour ride home tomorrow, and he was sure that he would be thinking about it then.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      Esther and Ruth were walking down a gravel path to the outdoor tea garden on their father’s estate. The day was sunny and warm, and there was a slight breeze in the air, which caused the curls surrounding Esther’s face to sway.

      

      The path lead from the eastern end of the home, winded around the nearby stables, and then went through a wooded area. Eventually, it ended in a small clearing, where their mother had created a gorgeous and peaceful tea garden.

      

      “I wonder how Mary and Edward are enjoying their wedding tour?” Ruth asked her older sister as they walked along the path approaching the woods. “They have been gone nearly a week.”

      

      “I’m sure they are having a pleasant time,” replied Esther. “Though I am sure that they are looking forward to some time alone. Wedding tours are often filled with dinner parties and balls, and that can become taxing.”

      

      “Yes,” said Ruth. “I am certain, too, that they are looking forward to coming back to their estate.”

      

      Esther could hear birds singing, and as they walked through the woods, she could feel that the air had gotten cooler. In the distance, she could hear the clicking of the dishes as the staff prepared tea for her and Ruth.

      

      “Have you thought about when you are going to tell Mother and Father about your own upcoming nuptials?” Esther asked Ruth.

      

      “I hope to tell them, soon,” Ruth admitted. “I am frightened, but this is what I want, and this is what David wants. I can only hope that Father and Mother will understand.”

      

      Esther was quiet for moment. She knew her mother’s feelings about Ruth’s beau, and though she was not totally aware of her father’s opinion on him, she could only guess that it was similar. “What will you do if they forbid it?” she asked Ruth.

      

      Now it was Ruth’s turn to be quiet. Esther could tell that her sister was thinking. “I suppose I must do as they wish,” Ruth replied quietly. “Do you think they would forbid it?”

      

      “I don’t know, Ruth,” Esther admitted. “I hope that your wishes come true, though.”

      

      Again, Ruth was silent. Esther could see the small table and chairs ahead of her, along with a tray filled with a tea kettle, finger sandwiches, biscuits, and teacups.

      

      The sisters walked up to the table, and the two footmen waiting for them pulled out their chairs. Esther sat down with Ruth directly across from her. This was their first afternoon tea together for awhile, and certainly their first without Mary.

      

      The footman behind her placed a tray between them with finger sandwiches, biscuits, and small cakes with butter icing. Esther began to pour the tea into the teacups that sat before them.

      

      Esther placed a teaspoon of sugar in her tea followed by a splash of fresh cream. She placed her spoon in the teacup, moved it back and forth, and then placed it onto the saucer. She lifted the cup and took a sip. It was the perfect temperature and tasted delicious.

      

      Across the table, she could see Ruth doing the same. Esther really loved these moments with her sister, and though she missed Mary, she felt that this was a great time for her and Ruth to become closer. Both of them were close with Mary, but not as close with each other.

      

      “The tea is delicious,” Esther commented. She took a finger sandwich from the tray and placed it on her plate. “Don’t you agree?”

      

      “Oh yes,” Ruth agreed.

      

      “Are you feeling well, Ruth?” Esther asked.

      

      “I am just thinking about telling Mother and Father about my engagement,” she said.

      

      “Well, don’t dwell on it,” Esther said. “What will be, will be.”

      

      “You are right, Esther,” Ruth said, and then she took another sip of tea. “By the way, how was your visit at the orphanage yesterday?”

      

      Esther had, for the final time, visited the district orphanage before it was closed down. “Most of the children are already gone, including Julia.” She was trying not to think about it, but the thought of that dear child being sent away somewhere was heartbreaking to her.

      

      “Where is she?” Ruth asked with concern in her voice.

      

      “Unfortunately, no one could tell me,” Esther admitted. “I am so saddened that she could be somewhere terrible.” She could hear her voice crack as she spoke.

      

      “Can’t anyone help you?” Ruth asked.

      

      “I am trying,” said Esther. “I spoke with Father last night, and he is going to make inquiries. I also sent letters to other orphanages in the region to try and locate her.”

      

      Ruth sighed. “I’m very sorry to hear this, Esther. I know how strongly you feel about the girl.”

      

      Esther swallowed hard. She truly cared for Julia, and she would stop at nothing to make sure the girl was safe.

      

      “Pardon, My Lady,” a voice said behind her.

      

      Esther turned and a third footman was standing with a letter. “I was asked to give this to you, Madam.” He held out a tray with the letter, which she took. She opened the wax seal, unfolded the letter, and immediately recognized the penmanship. It was from Mary!

      

      “Oh Ruth!” she exclaimed excitedly. Her sister looked up. “It’s a letter from Mary!”

      

      “What does it say?” Ruth asked quickly.

      

      Esther read through the very brief letter. “She says they are having a marvelous time…”

      

      “And?” Ruth said.

      

      Esther laughed. “She also says that they are planning a dinner party at their home the week after next. We, of course, are invited.”

      

      Ruth giggled loudly and clapped her hands. “That’s is fantastic! I have been waiting for our first dinner party invitation. I’m so excited!”

      

      “Oh, I am too, Ruth,” said Esther. “We must hurry with our tea so we can get back to the house and start deciding what we shall wear.”
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        * * *

      

      “My Lord,” Clark said, as Allan looked up from his work. “Lord Harry Bishop has arrived.”

      

      “Very good,” Allan replied. “Thank you, Clark. I’ll see him in a moment.”

      

      “Very well, My Lord,” Clark said. “He is in the sitting room. I shall inform him that you will be there shortly.”

      

      “Thank you,” said Allan. His cousin, Harry, had sent word that he would like to see Allan, so he had been expecting his arrival. Allan was a bit puzzled as to why Harry wanted to see him, but perhaps it was because he was lonely at the house without Edward, and simply wanted some company.

      

      Allan finished the closing of his correspondence, and then tidied his desk before straightening his shirt. It always made him feel better to have his clothes in order because he knew that they were the only barrier between other people and his scars.

      

      With one final glance at his desk, Allan took the short walk to the sitting room, and then smiled when he saw his cousin.

      

      “Welcome, Harry,” he said, as he walked towards his cousin, his hand extended.

      

      Harry smiled back at him and took his hand. “It is a pleasure to see you, Cousin.”

      

      “Please, have a seat,” Allan said, motioning to the sofa. “Wine?”

      

      “Of course,” said Harry. A nearby footman brought a tray with two glasses of wine over to the men. Both Allan and Harry took a glass, and both took a sip.

      

      “Delicious,” said Harry.

      

      “Thank you,” said Allan. “It is a French wine…new varietal.”

      

      “It’s lovely,” Harry responded, taking another sip.

      

      “How was your journey?” Allan asked his cousin.

      

      “It was perfect,” said Harry. “It’s not a terribly long trip, and the scenery between home and here is beautiful, too. It was just long enough to relax, yet not long enough for me to be bored.”

      

      Allan laughed. “Yes, Harry,” he said. “I know you get bored easily.”

      

      “That, I do,” Harry agreed. “I always need to be doing something, and doing something, I have…and it involves you.”

      

      “Oh?” asked Allan, taking a sip of wine.

      

      “Yes,” said Harry. “Do you remember when you told me about Miss Bridget Crampton at Edward’s wedding?”

      

      “Yes,” said Allan. “What about her?”

      

      “I have discovered where she is,” said Harry with a smile.

      

      “You have?” Allan asked very quickly. He couldn’t help but feel his heart skip a beat.

      

      “I have,” said Harry, sipping on his wine. “Are you interested in knowing more?”

      

      “Of course,” said Allan. He really knows where Bridget is?

      

      “She’s not very far from here, actually,” explained Harry. “She is a spinster, living with her father.”

      

      “Oh,” said Allan. “How far?”

      

      “An hour’s journey south by carriage,” Harry revealed.

      

      “That’s it?” asked Allan.

      

      “That’s it,” replied Harry with a grin.

      

      “How did you find this information?” Allan asked, still quite astonished by it all.

      

      “I have connections everywhere,” said Harry. “I just asked some of my clients who I thought may know of local surgeons, and I got the information I wanted. It was simple.”

      

      Harry took a piece of paper out of his pocket and slid it across the table to Allan. Allan picked it up and opened it.

      

      “Is this where she lives?” Allan asked.

      

      “It is the location of her father’s home, yes,” said Harry.

      

      “I can’t thank you enough for this, Cousin,” Allan said as he tucked the address into his pocket.

      

      “Now that you have the information, what do you plan to do with it?” Harry asked.

      

      Allan thought for a moment. “I believe I will try to contact her. Perhaps I should pay the good doctor a visit.”

      

      Harry grinned. “That would be a very nice thing to do. Thank him for all he did for you after your injury.”

      

      My injuries…Bridget knows about them already, so I would not have to explain or hide my scars from her.

      

      “Yes,” Allan agreed. “That would allow me to have an excuse to visit, and I can enquire about her then.”

      

      “We have come up with a fool-proof plan, Allan,” said Harry. “What could go wrong? Before you know it, you could be sitting here with Miss Bridget instead of with your old cousin Harry.”

      

      Allan laughed again. He surely was enjoying the time spent with Harry, and it surprised him slightly. When his cousin was in a good mood, he was a delight to be with. When he wasn’t, Harry could be difficult. Fortunately, he seemed to be in a wonderful mood, so Allan decided to take the next step.

      

      “Harry, you have come all this way,” Allan said. “Please, join me for dinner.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Allan could smell the gunpowder in the air. He was laying on his back on the hard ground, and the sounds of booming cannons shook his body. He breathed in again, and his fingers began feeling for something to touch. Was that dirt? No. It’s wet. Mud? No. It’s warm and thick. It’s blood…my blood.

      

      He struggled to open his eyes, and when he did, all he could see was a cloud of black smoke. Allan blinked and opened his eyes again. The smoke was billowing through the air, and now he heard shouts between the blasts. Are they saying my name?

      

      Allan felt no pain, yet he knew that his body was quite broken. He closed his eyes, preparing himself for death. It would come, and he wasn’t ready. He was young…too young…to die in this battle.

      

      He took another breath and heard shouting again. It really did sound as though they were saying his name, yet it was very muffled. He forced his eyes open again and saw the face of Oliver above him. Oliver was speaking, but Allan couldn’t understand what he was saying. He closed his eyes again, and everything went black.

      

      Allan shot up in his bed in a cold sweat, breathing heavily. Another night, another flashback.
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        * * *

      

      Esther was waiting with her maid in a small, dim, dank room. The chair she was sitting in was not well made, and every time she moved, the chair made a sound. They were waiting for an administrator, Miss Honora, who was the head of the main orphanage in the neighboring district.

      

      Since her local orphanage was closed, and Esther still wanted to work with orphans, she and her maid had traveled to a district that was a bit further away with hopes that she could continue her charity work. She was also, of course, hoping to get some information about Julia and Sophia.

      

      There was a musty smell surrounding them, and the floor seemed damp. These were not conditions for anyone to be in, especially children. She could hear crying and yelling through the walls, but they weren’t close. Esther assumed that they were in another area of the orphanage.

      

      She heard a sound behind her, and the door opened. A middle-aged woman in dark, dingy clothing walked through it. This must be Miss Honora.

      

      “I’m sorry to keep you waiting,” the woman said. “You are Lady Esther Nott, I presume?”

      

      “Yes,” Esther said. “Are you Miss Honora?”

      

      “Indeed,” said the woman. Just from this initial interaction, Esther could tell that she was a tough, stern woman. She even looked the part with a pointed nose, sharp shaped chin, and thin, grey, watery eyes. Esther certainly couldn’t image Honora smiling.

      

      “I am here to enquire about the facilities and to find out if you have any information about a former orphanage mistress,” explained Esther.

      

      “I am very well aware of why you are here, Lady Esther,” Honora replied. “I don’t have any information for you.” The woman sat behind a desk, which was in the corner of the room.

      

      “I don’t understand,” said Esther, puzzled. “I haven’t yet told you whom I am looking for.”

      

      “My apologies, My Lady,” Honora said curtly. “Whom are you seeking information about?”

      

      “A young orphan by the name of Julia, and an administrator by the name of Miss Sophia,” Esther replied. “She was the…”

      

      Honora interrupted. “I don’t have any information for you, as I have said, Lady Esther.”

      

      Esther cleared her throat. “Who is your superior, Miss?”

      

      Honora looked directly into Esther’s eyes, and Esther involuntarily shivered. “I am the head of this orphanage, but if you would like to speak with my superior, you are welcome to. It is Mr. Victor Smith. However, he is in London for several weeks, so any meeting would have to wait.”

      

      Esther stood. “I intend to speak with Mr. Smith at my first opportunity, Miss.” She motioned to her maid to follow her, and then turned to Honora, who was still sitting at the desk. “I thank you for your time.”

      

      Esther was furious, and it took all of her strength to not lose her composure. She walked back through the dingy hallway of the orphanage with her maid following behind. How DARE that woman act that way.

      

      She came to the door, and pushed it open a bit harder than she should have, which startled the coachman who was waiting outside for her. He opened up the door of the carriage, Esther got inside, her maid get up into the front seat, and then, he, too, took his place. As the carriage lurched forward, Esther promised herself that she would get to the bottom of this and find out what happened to Julia and Sophia.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      Allan stood in front of the wooden door. He still hadn’t built up the courage to knock, yet people kept passing him on the street. The sign next to the door said, “Percy Crampton Surgeon.”

      

      Though Allan had not been treated in this office, simply seeing the name of the man who had treated his injuries made him struggle to focus. Just knock on the door.

      

      Allan knocked, and then took a step back. This was more difficult than he thought it would be. He couldn’t help but be affected by the situation, and he knew that seeing the surgeon would probably be tough. At the same time, however, he also knew that it would lead him to Bridget, whom he greatly wanted to see.

      

      He heard a shuffling sound from behind the closed door, and then a click before the door opened and an older woman appeared.

      

      “May I help you?” she asked.

      

      “Yes,” Allan replied. “I am Lord Wiltshire, here to see Doctor Crampton.”

      

      “Oh, I see, My Lord,” the woman said. “Is he expecting you?”

      

      “No, he isn’t,” Allan said. “He treated me following the Battle of Waterloo, and I have come to thank him for that. I was hoping to speak with him.”

      

      “Very well,” the woman said. “Please, come in.” She opened the door wide, and he walked through.

      

      Allan looked around the room, and was expecting to see the doctor, but he was not there. The woman was continuing into the next room, so Allan followed.

      

      “Please have a seat, My Lord,” she said, as she gestured to a sofa. “The doctor will be with you shortly.”

      

      Allan sat down on the sofa and watched as the woman walked through to another room. He noticed another sofa and a chair. There was also a table between the two sofas, as well as a rug. The walls were decorated with paintings, all featuring the practice of medicine.

      

      He could feel his palms sweating and his heart was pounding. Perhaps this wasn’t a good idea. Allan was just about to stand up and leave when the door on the opposite end of the room opened, and Doctor Crampton walked through.

      

      “My Lord,” the doctor said as he approached Allan. “You are looking very well.”

      

      Allan stood and smiled. He extended his hand and the doctor shook it. “All thanks to you, Doctor Crampton.”

      

      “No, no,” the doctor said, “I was simply doing my job. It was important to get all of the wounded back on their feet as quickly as possible.”

      

      “Yes, and I greatly appreciate it,” Allan said. “I wasn’t sure you would recognize me.”

      

      “Oh, of course I did,” the doctor said. “You were in treatment for a long time, My Lord, and I must admit, your injuries were challenging. How are you feeling now?”

      

      Allan nodded. “Yes, I am sure they were. I feel much better, now, of course,” he said. “I am rarely in pain, though sometimes when it is very humid or rain is on its way, my joints and bones begin to ache.”

      

      “Oh, that is very normal,” the doctor replied. “Hopefully, it will go away in time, but it could be a permanent effect of your injuries. How has your back healed?”

      

      “It feels fine,” Allan admitted. “Though I can’t say that it looks good.”

      

      “Scars fade,” the doctor explained. “Though, it will take time, and they will never permanently go away.”

      

      Allan nodded. “I suppose I should be happy that I got away from the battle with my life.”

      

      “Of course, My Lord,” the doctor agreed. “Wear your scars proudly. You fought for Mother England, and we are all thankful for your service to the country.”

      

      Allan smiled politely, but he knew that he would never be proud of his scars. “That is nice of you to say, Doctor Crampton.”

      

      The doctor nodded. “What brings you to this area, My Lord?”

      

      “Business,” said Allan, though the truth was, of course, to see Bridget. “But, since I was in the area, I remember that you practiced here, and I thought that I would come in and formally thank you and your daughter for treating and caring for me.”

      

      “I was so thankful for Bridget’s help during those times. There were so many critical patients, and I was only one man. Fortunately, she had assisted me enough in the past that she had the knowledge to help then. I couldn’t have done it without her.”

      

      “She was certainly a help to me,” Allan said. “I had hoped to thank her, too.”

      

      “You can certainly do that,” the doctor said. “She’s here.” Doctor Crampton turned to the older woman, who was standing quietly in the corner of the room. “Mrs. Dunn, please inform Bridget that we have a guest.”

      

      Allan’s heart began beating rapidly. He knew, within a matter of minutes, that Bridget would be walking into the room.

      

      There was a brief, uncomfortable silence between Allan and Doctor Crampton as they waited for Bridget. Though the doctor had treated Allan, since he was sedated for most of his convalescence, the two men didn’t know each other very well at all.

      

      The door opened and the older woman walked through, and behind her, Bridget.

      

      As soon as Allan saw her, he felt a rush of emotion, and oddly, a rush of desire for her. She still had her dark blonde hair, which she had curled to frame her face, and her skin looked warm and inviting. Her breasts were almost peeking out of the top of her gown, and he felt an urge to reach out and cup his hands around them.

      

      She stared at him, not quite placing his face, and he could see those dark, attractive eyes that he so often remembered looking deeply into.

      

      “Miss Bridget,” he said. “It is lovely to see you.”

      

      At first, he could tell that she was taken aback by the informal way that he greeted her, but in only a second, he saw her face change from one that was confused to one that had recognition. She gasped and brought her hand to her mouth, covering the full lips that he now wanted to cover with his own.

      

      “It can’t be,” she said, as she started walking towards him. “It is really you? Lord Wiltshire?”

      

      He nodded and smiled, trying to focus on the conversation and not just her body. “Please, after our history, I would prefer that you call me Allan.”

      

      “Oh, Allan,” she exclaimed. “It is so wonderful to see you. You are looking so well!”

      

      “Thank you,” he said. “As are you, Bridget.”

      

      “It’s been too long,” she said. “How have you been?”

      

      “I have been well, thank you for asking,” he replied. “I was here in the area and I knew that your father practiced here. So, I wanted to come in and say thank you to him…to both of you…for the great care you gave me after the Battle of Waterloo.”

      

      “Oh, no thanks are required,” Bridget said. “I felt as if it were my duty to do this for you…for England.”

      

      “Indeed,” Allan said, and nodded. He smiled at her. “You are still helping your father, then?”

      

      “As needed,” she explained. He noted that Doctor Crampton and the older woman, Mrs. Dunn, were in a discussion over paperwork on the other side of the room. “Mrs. Dunn generally helps him now. I care for the household.”

      

      “I see,” said Allan.

      

      “How long are you in the area, Allan?” Bridget asked with a smile.

      

      “Not long, unfortunately,” he said. “In fact, I must head back this afternoon.”

      

      Bridget’s face fell, and Allan couldn’t help but notice she, too, was hoping for some time to become reacquainted.

      

      “I do have business contacts in this area,” Allan explained. “So perhaps I will stop in to see your father again, the next time I am here.”

      

      Bridget smiled slightly and nodded. “I am sure he would enjoy that.”

      

      Allan replied. “It would be lovely to see you, again, too.”

      

      Bridget’s smile grew larger and she said, “The pleasure would surely be mine.”

      

      “Then we will make it so,” said Allan. “With this, however, I’m afraid that I must take my leave.” He turned towards Doctor Crampton. “Thank you for everything, again.”

      

      “You are very welcome, My Lord,” the doctor replied. “Please feel free to come again at any time.”

      

      Allan nodded at the doctor, and then turned back to Bridget. Her eyes seemed to bore right into his own. “Please take care. I look forward to seeing you again very soon.”

      

      Bridget nodded, and Allan took one more look at her attractive curves before he turned away from her. Mrs. Dunn approached him. “Let me show you out, My Lord.”

      

      “Thank you,” said Allan, as he followed her out of the room, leaving Bridget and Doctor Crampton behind.

      

      Mrs. Dunn lead him through to the entry room, and then turned to him and said, “Have a lovely journey home, My Lord.”

      

      “Thank you, Mrs. Dunn,” Allan replied. “It was very nice meeting you.”

      

      Allan stepped out to the street. He breathed in deeply, glad that his initial meeting with Bridget had gone well. He began walking down the street to meet his carriage, ready to head back to his home.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two days later, Allan was sitting at the long dining table, alone. It was mid-morning, and he was waiting for Oliver to arrive. While he waited for his friend, he was eating some toast and having some tea.

      

      “My Lord,” he heard from behind him. Allan turned around, and a footman was approaching him with a tray. “This just arrived for you.” The footman held the tray with a letter out to him, and Allan took it.

      

      The letter was addressed to him, and when he turned it over, he saw the familiar crest of his cousin, Edward, set into the wax seal. Allan broke the wax and unfolded the paper.

      

      He glanced at the first couple of lines, and immediately realized that it was an invitation to a dinner party, which would be held at Edward’s home in ten days. Allan was delighted. He was very interested to know how the wedding tour had gone, and he always enjoyed the time spent with his cousins.

      

      “My Lord,” he heard again, this time, the voice was coming from across the room. Allan looked up and Clark, his butler, was standing there. “General Blackmore has arrived.”

      

      “Thank you, Clark,” Allan said with a smile. “Please show him into the drawing room, and I will be there in a few moments.”

      

      “Very well, My Lord,” Clark replied, and then walked out.

      

      Allan took one last sip of his tea, and then stood up from the table. He gathered the paperwork that he had been looking at into a pile, the invitation sitting on the top, and then placed it all on a nearby tray, which was sitting on a table, that the footman could use to transport the papers.

      

      “Please take these papers to my office and place them on the desk. I need to respond to a few of these letters, and I don’t want to lose them.”

      

      “Yes, My Lord,” the footman replied, taking the tray from the table.

      

      Allan then looked down at his shirt to make sure it still looked tidy, as he always did before meeting with Oliver, and walked towards the drawing room.

      

      As he approached, Clark was waiting for him. “General Blackmore is inside, My Lord.”

      

      “Thank you, always, Clark,” Allan replied, smiling at one of his most trusted staff members.

      

      “It is my pleasure, My Lord,” Clark responded, as he opened the door for his employer.

      

      Allan walked into the bright drawing room and saw Oliver sitting on the sofa. He smiled widely as Allan walked towards him, and then he stood.

      

      “You are looking well, my friend,” Oliver said, as he extended his hand towards Allan.

      

      Allan took Oliver’s hand in his own and shook it. “Thank you,” Allan replied. “I feel well these days.”

      

      “That’s a relief, Wiltshire,” Oliver replied. “I’m very happy to hear that.”

      

      “Please, have a seat,” Allan said, motioning back to the sofa where Oliver had previously been sitting. “How have you been?” he asked, as he sat on the sofa opposite of Oliver.

      

      “I, too, am doing well,” Oliver replied. “I have been wondering, however, about your cousin’s wedding. The last time we saw each other you had been invited.”

      

      ‘Ah, yes,” said Allan. “That is true. I left for the wedding soon after our last meeting. The wedding was wonderful. It was truly special being able to meet Edward’s bride and her family.”

      

      “Was it a big wedding?” Oliver asked.

      

      “No,” replied Allan. “Most of the guests were family, though there were a few of Edward’s friends there, too. Would you care for some wine?”

      

      “Yes,” said Oliver, “Please.”

      

      Allan turned to the footman to ask for the wine, but he was already preparing to open a bottle. He then turned back towards Oliver.

      

      “Mary, the Duchess of Daftwood, Edward’s new wife, is lovely,” Allan explained. “She really seems to care for him, and he for her.”

      

      The footman approached with a tray holding two wine glasses. He bent at the waist, and both Allan and Oliver took a glass.

      

      “I regrettably didn’t get to spend a lot of time with her, as she had her large family there,” Allan explained, “But from the short time I was with her, I can see why Edward has fallen for her.”

      

      Oliver took a sip of wine. “Is she as nice as he is?”

      

      “Oh yes,” said Allan with a grin. “Perhaps even nicer, if such a thing is possible.”

      

      “I have met your cousin several times, and I must say that he is certainly one of the most pleasant people I have had the pleasure of meeting,” said Oliver with a joking tone. “So to know his bride might be even nicer is shocking!”

      

      Allan had to laugh at that. No one could ever deny that Edward was overly nice and kind, the type of person whom everyone liked immediately. “They are certainly perfect for each other from what I have seen,” said Allan. “He also seems to enjoy her family, including her sisters. I have spoken to both of them, too.”

      

      Oliver leaned forward. “Did you say you spent time talking to her sisters?” He smiled.

      

      Allan smiled back. “I did,” he replied, “She has an older sister and a younger sister.”

      

      “And?” said Oliver with a big grin on his face.

      

      “They were both…nice,” said Allan, taking a sip of his wine.

      

      Oliver laughed heartedly. “I remember that I told you perhaps you would meet a lady at the wedding, and you weren’t so sure. And here you have met two!”

      

      Allan laughed, too. “Her younger sister is courting the son of an Earl, though she was quite pleasant to speak to.”

      

      “Her younger sister?” Oliver asked. “What about the other sister?”

      

      “She has an older sister, too,” explained Allan. “Her name is Lady Esther Nott, and we got along very well.”

      

      “Oh?” said Oliver. “How do you mean?”

      

      “Well, we had great conversations, and she was very attractive,” Allan said, taking another sip of wine. “I greatly enjoyed talking to her and learning about her work.”

      

      “Her work?” asked Oliver. “What does she do?”

      

      “She works with orphans,” explained Allan, “And she is very focused on it.”

      

      “Is she someone who you might be interested in?” asked Oliver.

      

      “I was interested in her,” Allan said. “However, she was not extremely interested in me.”

      

      “What?” said Oliver. “Why?”

      

      “I am not sure,” explained Allan. “I thought that the conversation was going well, and I was enjoying getting to know her. But then, things changed.”

      

      “That’s odd,” Oliver replied. “Did you say something offensive?”

      

      “Of course not,” Allan said quickly. “It was strange, though.”

      

      “Yes, I can imagine,” said Oliver. “I wonder what happened?”

      

      “I don’t know, but I soon forgot about Lady Esther Nott,” Allan said with a smile.

      

      Oliver grinned. “Did you meet another?”

      

      “Not exactly,” Allan said. “Remember I was telling you about Miss Bridget Crampton.”

      

      “Yes,” said Oliver. “You said that she had been on your mind. You haven’t seen her, have you?”

      

      Allan smiled. “I have. I saw her just two days ago. And I saw her father.”

      

      “No!” said Oliver with shock in his voice. “How did that happen?”

      

      “Well, my cousin, Harry, and I were talking at the wedding, and I mentioned that I wanted to know how she was faring,” explained Allan. “Harry then took it upon himself to find out where she was. I planned a visit to her father’s office, and I was able to see both of them.”

      

      “Oh my,” said Oliver. “That’s fantastic for you.”

      

      “Yes,” Allan agreed. “And I would like to see her again.”

      

      “You should,” Oliver replied. “Especially if you have interest in her.”

      

      “I think I do,” Allan said. “She is the daughter of a doctor, not an aristocrat, but things like this have happened before, and I daresay they will happen again. My cousin, Edward, wasn’t totally supportive of the entire endeavor, but I think he would come around if I wanted to pursue courting her.”

      

      “I wish you the best, my friend,” said Oliver, raising his glass to Allan. “I know that you certainly have some type of bond with Miss Crampton, so it is something that I believe you should at least consider.”

      

      Allan tipped his wine glass towards Oliver, and then took his final sip. “I do believe I will consider it,” he said. “However, I’m not sure when I will have the next opportunity to travel to their area. Hopefully within the next couple of weeks.”

      

      “You will have to make time, Wiltshire,” Oliver said. “Especially if you are serious about getting to know Miss Crampton a bit better.”

      

      “You are right, of course,” Allan agreed. “Though, it will have to be after the upcoming dinner party at my cousins’ home. I was just invited to the party this morning.”

      

      “Perfect,” said Oliver. He raised his glass again. “To your continued good fortune, Wiltshire,” and he finished his wine.
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      Esther and Ruth were once again in a carriage heading to the Duke of Daftwood’s estate. This time, however, their sister, Mary, was the Duchess of Daftwood.

      

      “I am so thrilled to see Mary,” Ruth said, with excitement in her voice. “It has only been a few weeks, but I have missed her.”

      

      “I have, too,” said Esther, who was also looking forward to seeing Mary. “I can’t wait to hear about how her wedding tour was. I’m sure they met with amazing people and had wonderful experiences.”

      

      “I am also looking forward to the dinner party,” said Ruth, as she looked out the window of the carriage. “Did Mary mention how many people would be in attendance?”

      

      “She didn’t,” replied Esther. “But I’m sure they have invited many, as they have a lot of people to reconnect with since they have been gone.”

      

      “Did she say if Lord Wiltshire would be in attendance?” Ruth asked as she turned towards Esther with a smile.

      

      “No,” said Esther, “Why do you ask?”

      

      “No reason,” said Ruth. “I enjoyed spending time with him, so I was hoping to see him again. I thought you felt the same.”

      

      “He is a good conversationalist,” Esther admitted, “but that’s where it ends for me.”

      

      “I still don’t understand why,” said Ruth. “He is handsome, accomplished, and funny. He seems to be a perfect gentleman.”

      

      Esther sighed. “Yes, Ruth,” she said. “All of that is true, but I have seen what war does to men, especially when they have been seriously injured. They turn into beasts, in many cases.”

      

      “He doesn’t seem like that at all, though,” said Ruth. “I still think you should give him a chance.”

      

      Esther was starting to get irritated with her sister. “If you like him so much, Ruth,” she replied. “Perhaps you should give him a chance.”

      

      Ruth laughed. “You know that I am already courting a gentleman.”

      

      “I do,” said Esther. “But you seem very focused on Lord Wiltshire.”

      

      “Because I think that the two of you should spend more time together,” Ruth explained.

      

      “Spending time together is one thing,” Esther explained. “But actually courting would be another.”

      

      “Fine,” said Ruth with a giggle. “I’ll accept that.”

      

      Esther looked out the window. The rolling hills were gorgeous, and she could see sheep dotting the countryside. She assumed that they were almost at the estate, but without a timepiece, she couldn’t be sure.

      

      “How long do you think it will take to get to the estate?” Esther asked her sister.

      

      “I believe that we will be there soon,” Ruth replied. “It can’t be too far. I’m sure Lord Wiltshire won’t be the only one looking forward to seeing you when we arrive, though.”

      

      Esther cringed. “I know, I know,” she replied to Ruth. “Lord Harry will undoubtedly be happy to see me.”

      

      “You know,” Ruth said, with a serious look on her face. “If you truly aren’t interested in Lord Harry, you should make sure that he is aware of that.”

      

      “I know,” said Esther. “I am truly not interested. Honestly, I’m not interested in anyone. I am very happy with putting my time into my work.”

      

      “You are lucky that Father hasn’t pushed you into a marriage, if you ask me,” Ruth replied.

      

      “I know,” Esther said. “But he has always said that he would allow me to make the decision on who I marry.”

      

      “On who you marry,” Ruth said. “But not if?”

      

      “No,” Esther replied. “Not if.”

      

      “I think he would want to see you marry at some point, Sister,” Ruth said.

      

      “I know,” Esther said. “I’m sure I will someday.”

      

      “Did he really say that he would let you choose who you marry? Ruth said, after a brief pause in the conversation.

      

      “Yes,” Esther replied. “Why?”

      

      “I’m just hoping for the same,” Ruth said quietly. “That’s all.”

      

      “You really need to tell them, Ruth.” Esther said, her role of the oldest sister coming through. “They need to know that he has asked for your hand.”

      

      “I will,” Ruth replied. “I promise.” She turned from the window towards Esther. “I can see the estate. We are almost there!”
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        * * *

      

      Allan was sitting comfortably in the drawing room of his cousins’ home. He had arrived a bit earlier than the other guests, so he was relaxing before it was time to get ready for dinner. Edward and Mary had met him, and they looked very much the happy couple. He hadn’t seen Harry yet, as he was at the stables when he had arrived, but he was looking forward to that, too.

      

      Since seeing Bridget, and the promise of seeing her again, Allan had little on his mind, but her. Though, it wasn’t much about her that he kept thinking of, it was thoughts of physically being with her. He was happier than he had been in weeks, and he was already thinking about when he could go back. Perhaps even next week after he returned home.

      

      “My Lord,” he heard a voice behind him. “Would you care for a drink? Wine? Scotch?”

      

      Allan turned and saw a footman waiting for his response. “Yes, please. A Scotch, if you don’t mind.”

      

      “Of course, My Lord,” the footman said. Allan watched as he walked over to the decanter and poured the Scotch into the sparkling crystal glass. He could remember the decanter from when he was a child, and he could recall watching his father and uncle drinking Scotch from it many years ago as he and his cousins, then just boys, were watching in awe.

      

      The footman presented the glass to him, and Allan took it willingly. He was always a fan of Scotch, especially since he had returned from the war. There was something about the numbing feeling that enveloped his body from the first sip.

      

      As he swallowed, Allan saw the door open and his cousin, Harry, walked in with a smile. “There you are, Cousin,” Harry said, as he walked towards Allan with an outstretched hand.

      

      Allan stood, placed his Scotch on the small table to his side, and grinned at Harry. He took Harry’s hand in his own, and the two men embraced in a hug.

      

      “It’s wonderful to see you, Harry,” Allan remarked, patting his cousin’s shoulder.

      

      “Same to you, Allan,” Harry replied. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here to see you when you arrived. I had to take care of some things at the stables. The staff needed a bit of direction with a new filly.”

      

      “It’s perfectly acceptable,” Allan replied. “I haven’t been here long, and both Edward and Mary greeted me. It was nice to have some time for relaxation after my journey here.”

      

      “Wonderful,” Harry said. “Do you mind if I join you?”

      

      “Not at all,” Allan replied. “Please, have a seat.”

      

      Allan sat back down. Harry sat in the chair opposite him. The footman immediately brought him a glass of Scotch. Harry picked it up and took a sip. Allan followed suit.

      

      “It’s been a few weeks since I have seen you, Allan,” Harry said. “How have you been?”

      

      “I have been well,” Allan replied. “Nothing much to report. Business is going well, and I have been travelling a bit, but other than that, life has been rather boring.”

      

      “Now that my brother and sister-in-law are back home,” Harry said, “My life is about to get less boring. It will be nice to have them here again, and I could use some help with the horses. Those weeks they were gone were rather demanding, managing all of the staff myself.”

      

      “I can imagine,” Allan replied. “My property is about half the size of yours, and some days I have struggles.”

      

      Harry took a sip of his Scotch. “It is all in the name of duty, I suppose.”

      

      “Yes, indeed,” Allan said.

      

      “Are you looking forward to the dinner party tomorrow?” Harry asked. “We are having approximately twenty people here, so that will be a wonderful time, I’m sure.”

      

      “That sounds excellent,” Allan replied. “Anyone I know?”

      

      Harry thought a moment. “Lord and Lady Booth, perhaps. Lord Booth’s parents were friendly with ours, so I am sure you have met him at some point in time.”

      

      “I’m sure I have,” said Allan. “I know the name, of course.”

      

      “They are quite active in the arts, and are patrons of several artists,” Harry explained. “We have some of the works from artists they support here in the estate.”

      

      “That does sound very familiar, actually,” said Allan, who was sure that he had heard of Lord Booth.

      

      “Oh,” said Harry. “Mary’s sisters will be here, too.” He looked excited. “Her parents are unable to come due to a previous engagement in London, but Lady Esther and Lady Ruth are coming, and they should be arriving tonight.”

      

      Allan’s heart skipped a beat. He had been so focused on Bridget that he had forgotten about the possibility that Lady Esther would be here. Though she had been rather cold towards him the last time they had spoken, he was still excited about the prospect of seeing her. She was lovely to speak with, and even lovelier to look at. Where Bridget filled him with thoughts of desire, Lady Esther was…different.

      

      “They are lovely ladies,” said Allan. “The entire family seemed lovely, in fact, when I met them at the wedding.”

      

      “They really are,” said Harry. “Edward couldn’t have met a nicer lady.” He took a sip of Scotch. “And I don’t think it is a secret that I have an interest in Esther.”

      

      “No,” said Allan quickly. “Edward mentioned it, if you remember, when I arrived for the wedding.”

      

      “I do,” said Harry with a chuckle. “She will come around to me. Perhaps this weekend. I have plans to make sure I speak with her often. I am also going to ask her to take a walk with me around the grounds.”

      

      Allan was feeling a bit jealous about his cousin taking Esther for a walk, and he knew that it was because he was now thinking of her in a way that was more than just familiar. He finished his glass of Scotch, and the footman was right there to refill it.

      

      “Perhaps you would like to join us?” Harry asked after the footman had refilled his glass, too. “I am also planning on asking Mary and Edward…and Lady Ruth, of course.”

      

      “Oh, yes,” Allan said. “That sounds like it would be nice.” At least Lady Ruth will be there…and Edward and Lady Mary.

      

      “Speaking of wooing ladies,” Harry said with a chuckle. “Did you happen to see Miss Bridget Crampton?”

      

      Allan smiled slightly, but oddly, now he wasn’t as excited to tell Harry about Bridget as he once was.

      

      “I did see her,” Allan told Harry. “Thank you for leading me in the right direction.”

      

      “That’s fantastic,” said Harry, excitedly. “Please, tell me what happened.”

      

      “Well,” said Allan, “I located her father, thanks to you, and I just happened to have business in the same area where he practices.”

      

      “What could be more perfect?” Harry said with a large grin.

      

      “I stopped in to see him, and we had a very nice conversation,” Allan explained. “He certainly remembered me, and I thanked him for the care he gave me following my injury.”

      

      “Where does Miss Bridget come in?” Harry asked.

      

      Allan smiled. Obviously, Harry was more excited about this than he was to tell him about it. “I told him that I wished to thank his daughter, too, and she was there.”

      

      “Excellent!” Harry said.

      

      “So, the Doctor’s assistant brought Bridget out, and we were able to speak.” Allan continued with the story.

      

      “And?” Harry asked, taking another sip of his Scotch.

      

      Allan, too, took a sip of his. “It was a lovely conversation. She remembered me, too, and she looked just as nice as she did the last time I saw her.”

      

      “So, will you see her again?” Harry asked.

      

      “I will,” Allan said. “In fact, I told her that I would be back in the area after this week, and I would like to see her then.”

      

      “That sounds like an outstanding plan,” Harry exclaimed. “If my walk with Lady Esther works out, I would be happy to share the secrets of my success.” He laughed heartedly, and Allan just smiled. I don’t really want to hear about this.

      

      Harry took a final sip of his Scotch, and then said “You will have to excuse me, Cousin. I have to walk down to the stables to make sure all is well, and then go dress for dinner. I will see you then.”

      

      Allan watched Harry take his leave and took another sip of his drink. He was truly looking forward to seeing Bridget, but he also wanted to stop Harry from spending time with Lady Esther. He knew, then, that he had a problem on his hands with the thoughts of both women swimming through this head.
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        * * *

      

      Mary looked simply stunning. Esther and Ruth had just met Mary and Edward outside of the doors to their home. Ruth was talking to Edward excitedly, and Esther turned to Mary.

      

      Esther couldn’t believe how grown up her younger sister looked. “Your wedding tour must have been successful,” she said with a smile as she enveloped Mary in a hug. “You look so well!”

      

      “Oh, Esther,” Mary said. “It was so wonderful. I met so many new people and reconnected with old friends I have lost touch with over the years. London was spectacular, though York was my absolute favorite.”

      

      “Oh, Mary,” Esther said. “I am so very happy for you. Imagine getting to see the country and meet new people.”

      

      “I am so happy, Esther,” Mary said, taking Esther’s hands in her own. “I can only hope that you, too, can find the same happiness.”

      

      Esther was caught off guard. “I am happy, now, Mary,” she said with a smile.

      

      Mary smiled back at her. “I know, Sister,” she said, “And I think that is truly wonderful. I just think that you will not know the type of happiness I am speaking of until you find a man who loves you as much as Edward loves me. Of course, I love him in return.”

      

      Esther nodded. “I understand what you mean, Mary. If it is meant to be, it will happen. For now, though, my work remains my top priority.”

      

      Mary smiled at her. “I know, Esther,” she replied, “I know how much it means to you, and I am so proud of you for doing it. Just don’t turn off the possibility of love.”

      

      Now it was Esther’s turn to smile. “I won’t. I promise.”

      

      Mary leaned forward to give her sister a kiss on the cheek, and Ruth stepped up beside her. Esther turned, and she noticed that another carriage had arrived, and the coachman was preparing to let the inhabitants out. She couldn’t help but wonder if, perhaps, Lord Wiltshire was inside.

      

      “We should probably go in and prepare for dinner, Mary,” Esther said to her sister. “It seems you have other guests to attend to.”

      

      “Indeed,” Mary replied. “Ruth, I look forward to catching up with you later.” Esther watched as Mary took Ruth in her arms and kissed her cheek.

      

      Bolt, the butler, was waiting by the stairs of the house to escort Esther and Ruth inside. The pair stepped into the grand foyer.

      

      Esther looked up and around, and she was in awe, just as she was every time she had visited this estate. It was decorated beautifully, and the art was exquisite.

      

      She followed Bolt into the main hallway, and as they turned the corner, heard Bolt say, “Good afternoon, My Lord.” She looked, and her heart sank. It was Lord Harry.

      

      “Good Afternoon, Bolt,” Lord Harry said, and then he turned towards Esther and Ruth. “Lady Esther. Lady Ruth. It is wonderful to see you.” He smiled widely.

      

      “And you, My Lord,” Ruth said in reply. Esther nodded.

      

      “Unfortunately, I have spent too much time speaking with my cousin, and I have neglected my work at the stables,” Lord Harry said. Is Lord Wiltshire here already?

      

      “So,” Lord Harry continued, “I must take my leave, but I look forward to speaking with you ladies, later.”

      

      “We look forward to it, also” Esther said with a slight smile. She never wanted to give him the impression that she was interested, yet she did want to be polite.

      

      Lord Harry smiled, and continued walking past them. Esther wondered when she might see Lord Wiltshire. Likely at dinner.

      

      “Please follow me, and I will take you to your rooms,” Bolt said, as they continued down the hall and towards the grand staircase. Once again, Esther couldn’t believe that her sister, Mary, actually lived here.

      

      The three of them made their way to two doors, directly across from each other. They were different rooms than they had stayed in for the wedding.

      

      “Your lady’s maids are waiting inside,” Bolt said. “My Lady,” he said to Esther, “Your room is here.” He motioned to the door to the right. He then turned to Ruth, “And your room, My Lady,” is here.” He motioned to the door to the left. “Please let me know if you need anything else.”

      

      “Thank you,” Esther said, and Ruth did the same. Bolt walked away, and Ruth turned towards Esther with a smile. “I trust you brought your most beautiful gown? Make sure Rose does her best work. After all, you will see Lord Wiltshire tonight.”

      

      “Ruth!” said Esther, a bit shocked that her sister would say something like that in the hallway, where others could hear. “Please!”

      

      Ruth just laughed. “I will knock at your door when I am ready to go down for dinner.” Esther watched as Ruth walked into her room, and then she turned and walked into her own, still shaking her head at Ruth’s comment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

        

      

    

    
      Allan watched in the mirror as Harley, his valet, was brushing his dinner jacket and making sure that every speck was removed.

      

      “This looks wonderful, Harley,” Allan said, as he scrutinized his reflection. Though Allan was still quite ashamed of his battle wounds, he did have moments, like this one, where he thought his outer appearance was quite handsome.

      

      His ginger hair was brushed forward, and the light in the room made his green eyes look like emeralds. His face was good-looking and though he could see fine lines forming around his eyes, he still looked younger than his seven-and-twenty years.

      

      “You appear ready, My Lord,” said Harley with a smile. “Do you believe you need anything else?”

      

      “No.” Allan said, “Harley, you always amaze me with how you make my clothing look so good.”

      

      Harley smiled, and said “It’s not difficult with a tailor who fits the clothing so well.”

      

      Allan gave a hearty laugh. “I will head downstairs now, and perhaps have a drink before dinner.”

      

      “Very good, My Lord.” Harley replied.

      

      “Thank you, as always,” Allan said. He stepped into the hallway and passed another guest room and wondered who might be staying there.

      

      As he approached the upper part of the grand staircase, he began to look for others. People had a tendency to gather at the top of the stairs before dinner, but seeing no one, he continued down the red carpeted stairs.

      

      He got near the bottom and he could see a couple of footmen standing in front of the door to the dining room, which was closed. They must still be preparing the evening meal.

      

      He was looking forward to seeing and speaking with Edward before the rest of the guests came in the morning. Tonight, dinner would be a less formal occasion, since it was only family in attendance.

      

      A footman met him at the doorway to the drawing room. “Good evening, My Lord,” he said, “The Duke and Duchess of Daftwood are inside. One moment, please.”

      

      The footman walked in to announce that Allan had arrived, and then opened the door wide for Allan to walk through.

      

      As he came into the drawing room, Allan met Edward’s eye, and he couldn’t help but smile. He really did look happy with Mary at his side. Edward started to walk towards him with wide grin. “Finally, Allan,” he said. “We have a moment to speak.”

      

      Allan reached out and patted Edward on the shoulder, and took a glass of wine, which was sitting on a tray being held by a footman. He smiled, and then said, “I would love to know how married life is treating you, Cousin.”

      

      Edward laughed, and said “I cannot tell you how wonderful it has been, Allan.” He looked as if he couldn’t wipe the smile off of his face. “I have a wife that other men only dream of, and I simply couldn’t be happier to have her with me, forever.”

      

      Allan smiled at him. He wondered if he would ever be this happy with anyone. Though he certainly had Bridget on his mind, and even Lady Esther, though she didn’t seem interested in him, he couldn’t imagine feeling the same type of happiness that he saw exuding from Edward. “And I couldn’t be happier for you, Edward,” he said.

      

      “Let me tell you, Allan,” Edward said. “The wedding tour was fantastic, and Mary and I were delighted to meet with so many people. It really makes our future together look bright. In fact, some of the other couples we met are coming to the dinner party, tomorrow.”

      

      “That’s wonderful,” said Allan, taking a sip of his wine. “I look forward to meeting them. After all, any friend of yours and Lady Mary’s is a friend of mine.”

      

      Edward laughed, “Then you, Cousin, are about to have several new friends after this weekend is over.”

      

      “What’s so funny?” Allan heard from a distance. He turned, and saw Harry walking towards him. He, too, had a smile on his face, and Allan thought it was odd that he had now seen Harry twice, and he was not brooding nor sullen either time.

      

      Edward laughed, “We were just starting to catch up after not seeing each other for a few weeks,” he said. “You know, Allan, my brother here barely made it without me.”

      

      Now it was Allan’s turn to laugh. “I can only imagine.” It was well known in their circle that Edward was much more responsible than his brother. Harry took it in stride.

      

      “Now, now,” Harry said, taking a sip of his drink. “You came home to a house that was still standing and a stable that is still thriving, so I can’t see how you can complain.”

      

      All three of the men laughed. “Yes, Harry, I did,” Edward responded. “And I certainly appreciate it.”

      

      “So, the two of you have been catching up?” Harry asked.

      

      “Indeed,” Edward said. “It’s been too long to be away from family.”

      

      “Allan,” Harry asked with excitement in his voice. “Did you tell Edward about your meeting with Miss Crampton?”

      

      “No,” said Allan quickly. “I just came in.”

      

      “Miss Crampton?” Edward said. “Wait. The doctor’s daughter?” You saw her?” He looked shocked.

      

      Allan nodded. “I did. I saw both Doctor Crampton and Miss Crampton.”

      

      Edward had an odd look on his face and took a drink of his wine. “I am sorry, Allan,” he said. “This just caught me by surprise.”

      

      “Please, Edward,” Allan said. “Don’t apologize. It was simply a friendly meeting with the doctor and his daughter, who saved my life. That’s it. I was in the area on business, and I stopped in. That was the extent of the meeting.”

      

      Allan noticed that Edward looked past him and to Harry, who said “Well, that’s not totally the entire story.”

      

      “There’s more?” asked Edward.

      

      “Allan asked to see her again,” Harry replied.

      

      Edward’s eyes got big. “You didn’t.”

      

      “I didn’t,” said Allan, giving Harry a look of annoyance. “I simply said, the next time I am in the area that I might stop in to see her father again.”

      

      “But you know,” Harry replied, “that seeing her father means that you will see her.”

      

      “Likely,” said Allan.

      

      “I hope you have a plan,” said Edward. “You know my feelings about this, Allan. I certainly wouldn’t tell you that this is a terrible idea, but I do want you to think about what it might be to marry a commoner.”

      

      “I understand and appreciate your concern,” said Allan.

      

      Edward looked at him and nodded. “I’m sure we will talk about this again, soon,” his older cousin said. “If you’ll excuse me, my sisters-in-law just walked in.”

      

      Allan turned and his heart skipped a beat. Lady Esther was standing there, and she looked ravishing. She was wearing a gorgeous light green gown, which enhanced the redness of her cheeks and lips. Her hair was curled around her face, and her amber colored eyes were shining. He could barely catch his breath and he definitely felt his trousers tighten a bit due to his unexpectedly growing erection.

      

      “Ahhh,” said Harry. “There she is. Excuse me.”

      

      Allan shifted himself a bit, but he could just stand there as he watched his cousin approach Lady Esther. He couldn’t hear what they were saying, but Harry had a large smile on his face. Lady Esther, on the other hand, looked as if she was smiling politely, but not fully accepting of Harry’s verbal barrage.

      

      “Hello, Lord Wiltshire.”

      

      Allan turned at the sound of the voice. It was Lady Ruth.

      

      “Oh, hello!” he said. “It is lovely to see you, My Lady.”

      

      “And you, My Lord,” Lady Ruth replied. “How have you been getting on since I saw you last?”

      

      “Oh,” Allan replied. “Very well, indeed.”

      

      “That’s marvelous!” Ruth explained. Allan noticed that she was drinking wine and looked very much like her sisters, except lighter in complexion, like her father.

      

      “And you?” he asked.

      

      “I am doing well, too,” she said. “I’m very much looking forward to the dinner party tomorrow. You said that Edward and Lord Harry are your only family?” Ruth asked.

      

      “Yes,” Allan said. “My parents have both passed, and I am an only child. Edward and Harry are as close as siblings as I will ever have.”

      

      Ruth smiled. “You could have in-laws, at some point.”

      

      Allan chuckled. “Yes,” he said. “I suppose you are right.”

      

      At this point, Bolt walked into the room and announced dinner. Allan took a final sip of his wine and placed the empty glass on the table next to him. He turned towards the door just at the same moment that Lady Esther was walking out, and he then looked at Harry, who was staring at her like a beast staring down its prey.

      

      Allan took a deep breath and stood there waiting for Edward to show him out, secretly annoyed at Harry for the way he was acting towards Lady Esther.
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        * * *

      

      “Dinner was wonderful, Mary,” Esther said to her sister as they gathered back in the drawing room following dessert.

      

      “Oh, thank you, Esther.” Mary replied. “I worked very hard to ensure that everyone would enjoy the meal, and I am hoping that tomorrow’s dinner is even better!”

      

      “If tomorrow’s meal is even better,” Esther said, “Then I am very happy that I came this weekend.”

      

      Mary laughed, and Ruth walked over to join them. “This is the first time the three of us have had a chance to get together since your wedding, Mary.”

      

      “I know,” Mary acknowledged. “Please, let’s go sit down and catch up.”

      

      Mary began walking towards two sofas facing each other, and Esther followed with Ruth beside her. As they walked across the room, Esther glanced to her side and caught the eye of Lord Wiltshire. He smiled, and she returned his look. She could feel her heart beating rapidly. He looked dashing, and she felt a tingling feeling between her legs. She realized that she had never quite had these responses before when seeing a man, and she liked how it felt.

      

      The ladies sat down on the sofas, Mary on one and Ruth and Esther on the other, and a footman brought over some wine. Esther’s back was towards where Lord Wiltshire was standing, so she wasn’t sure if he was still looking at her, or not.

      

      “So, Mary,” Ruth said, after she had taken a drink of her wine. “You must tell us about your life as the Duchess of Daftwood.”

      

      “Oh, it is wonderful.” Esther could tell by her sister’s expression that she was being totally and utterly honest with that statement. “I am so in love with Edward, and he is so in love with me. I really couldn’t imagine any life more perfect than ours.”

      

      Esther couldn’t help but smile. It truly warmed her heart to see her sister so happy.

      

      “It’s only the three of us here, and Esther already knows, Mary, but I want to tell you, too.” Ruth said.

      

      Mary leaned forward to hear what Ruth had to say. “Oh! What is it?”

      

      “I didn’t want to tell you at the wedding, but I will be the next in the family to marry.” Ruth smiled widely as she spoke.

      

      Mary gasped, and then grabbed Ruth’s hand over the table that separated the sofas. “Oh Ruth,” Mary said, “I’m so happy for you.”

      

      “Thank you,” said Ruth. “I am so happy, too.” She then turned to Esther and grinned. “I wish Esther was happier about it, but I’m sure she will come around.”

      

      Mary quickly turned and looked at Esther. “You aren’t happy for her?”

      

      “I didn’t say that,” Esther explained. “All I said was to make sure that he was serious about it, because quite honestly, he seems like a bit of a rascal to me. That’s it. I never said I wasn’t happy for her. Quite the contrary. I’m very happy for her.”

      

      “Oh, I see,” said Mary. She then turned back to Ruth. “What did Mother and Father say? I have been so absent from family affairs since being gone, I haven’t heard anything about this!”

      

      Ruth was silent for a moment, and Esther smirked. “She hasn’t told them,” Esther replied.

      

      “What?” Mary gasped. “Ruth! You must tell them!”

      

      “I know, I know,” Ruth said, taking a long sip of her wine. “I will tell them when I go back home.”

      

      “Why haven’t you told them yet?” Mary asked.

      

      “Well, simply because when it happened, it was right before your wedding, and I didn’t want anything to come between you and your special day,” Ruth replied.

      

      “You could have told them after that, though,” Mary said.

      

      “I know,” said Ruth, “But I did take Esther’s opinion into consideration, because I know Mother feels the same way.”

      

      “How does Father feel?” Mary asked.

      

      “I’m not sure,” Ruth replied.

      

      “You had best find out,” Mary said. “And you must tell them as soon as you get home.”

      

      “I know,” Ruth said. “Both of you are right.”

      

      “Right about what?” Asked a jolly voice from behind Esther. It was her brother-in-law, Edward.

      

      “Oh, nothing, Dear,” said Mary, standing to greet her husband. “Esther and I were just delighted to hear Ruth say we were right about something.” She smiled widely as Edward put his hand on her back.

      

      “I hate to interrupt this time with your sisters, but it is getting late, my wife,” Edward said to Mary. “We should retire soon. We shall have guests arriving early in the day.”

      

      “Yes, Dear,” Mary replied. “I’m sure you are correct. My sisters will have to excuse me.”

      

      Both Esther and Ruth stood and both embraced Mary. “We will see you in the morning,” Esther replied.

      

      Mary took her leave, and Ruth and Esther sat back down on the sofa. “I’m glad you told her,” Esther said to Ruth. “We both support you, but make sure that you are doing the right thing.”
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        * * *

      

      Allan could see Edward and Lady Mary leaving the drawing room, and Lady Esther and her sister sitting on the sofa in the midst of a discussion.

      

      He and Harry had been talking to Edward about the horses, and Harry was still going on about studs and fillies, even though Edward had left. The conversation was boring to Allan.

      

      “Harry,” he said. “I think we have exhausted the horse conversation.”

      

      Harry laughed. “Yes, I agree.” He took a sip of his Scotch, and Allan could tell that his cousin was feeling nice and relaxed this evening. “I was running out of things to say, anyway, Cousin. Shall we go talk to the ladies over there?”

      

      Allan’s heart skipped a beat, as Harry immediately stood and began walking towards Lady Esther and Lady Ruth. He felt he had to join them, so Allan stood and followed his cousin, making sure to pick up his Scotch before he went.

      

      “Are you ladies having a pleasant evening?” Harry asked them before Allan even got to the sofas.

      

      “Oh yes,” Lady Ruth replied quickly. “It has been delightful. Hello, Lord Wiltshire,” she said, as she noticed Allan arriving to join the group.

      

      He noticed that Lady Esther quickly turned towards him at the sound of his name, and he couldn’t help but smile widely at her. Though he had seen her at dinner, they were sitting on opposite ends of the table, so he never had a chance to talk to her. He was ecstatic when she returned his smile.

      

      “I know my brother and sister-in-law have fallen into the habits of an old married couple, and thus turned in early, but I intend to stay up for a bit,” Harry said to the group before sitting down on the sofa opposite the ladies. “I would love for you all to join me in conversation.”

      

      Allan sat next to Harry, directly across from Lady Ruth, and he couldn’t help but notice that based on their expressions, neither lady seemed interested in staying up into the wee hours of the night.

      

      “I won’t be staying up much later,” said Lady Ruth, “And I’m sure Esther won’t either, but we will surely get together tomorrow.”

      

      Harry looked disappointed. “That’s no fun!”

      

      Allan couldn’t believe that his normally brooding cousin was talking about fun.

      

      “Perhaps you would join me tomorrow, then,” Harry said to the sisters. “I would like to take both of you for a walk around the grounds. Allan said he would go, too.”

      

      Allan nodded. “I did say that, didn’t I?”

      

      “Yes, Cousin,” Harry said with a laugh. “You did.”

      

      “That sounds wonderful,” said Ruth. “I have been wanting to see the grounds…and the stables, for that matter.”

      

      “It would be my pleasure to show you it all,” said Harry. “We were not able to make it over there when you were here for the wedding.”

      

      “That sounds wonderful, My Lord,” Ruth replied.

      

      “Oh please,” Harry said. “I insist that you refer to me as Harry. We are family now.”

      

      “Thank you, Harry.” Ruth replied with a smile.

      

      Allan, who kept trying to look at Lady Esther without being obvious, couldn’t help but smile. Obviously, Harry had been drinking his Scotch and wine a bit quickly tonight.

      

      “We must take our leave,” Lady Esther said, as she stood, holding onto her sister’s arm as she did. “We have had a long journey today, and I admit, I am getting tired.”

      

      Harry stood quickly, and Allan, who stood, too, noticed that his cousin swayed a bit. “Then I wish you good night,” Harry said.

      

      They all said their good nights to each other, and when Harry said good night to Lady Esther, Allan noticed that she wasn’t as happy to respond as she was to everyone else.

      

      Allan immediately looked at Harry, and as suspected, he could see the brooding scowl return to his cousin’s face. There you are, Harry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      “Breakfast was delicious, wasn’t it?” Esther and Ruth were sitting at a small table outdoors, situated behind the main house. It was on a slab of marble that had been hand carved with intricate floral designs, and it was lovely to feel the warm summer breeze flowing over her skin.

      

      The table and the slab reminded Esther of where she and her sisters often had tea, at home.

      

      “It was lovely,” Esther replied. “It was nice to have something besides the toast and jam we normally have.”

      

      Ruth laughed. It was always a joke between them about toast and jam at home. Though it was a fine breakfast, it was also her father’s favorite, so they had it every single day.

      

      The two sisters were sipping tea waiting for Mary to join them. She was taking care of some of her daily duties as the lady of the house, but she said she would come out to visit with them when she was done.

      

      “This home certainly is lovely,” said Ruth, looking around. “The grounds are exquisite. I’m really looking forward to walking around today and seeing all of the estate. Aren’t you?”

      

      Esther was silent for a moment. Though she was interested to see all of her sister’s home, she had to admit to herself that she also was feeling a sense of dread, as she knew she would have to spend time with Harry.

      

      “Yes,” she finally replied.

      

      “I understand,” said Ruth. Esther could tell that her sister knew that she wasn’t exactly pleased about Lord Harry being in her presence for the afternoon. “At least Lord Wiltshire will be there.”

      

      Esther smiled slightly. She had very mixed feelings about Lord Wiltshire. She had to admit to herself that she found him attractive and likable, especially after her unexpected physical feelings last night, but at the same time, she couldn’t push herself past the fact that he was in the military, and that greatly changed a man, in her opinion.

      

      “Yes,” she replied to Ruth.

      

      “I wish you would just get over this military objection,” Ruth said.

      

      “Are you reading my mind?” Esther asked with a smile.

      

      Ruth laughed. “I know you have your reservations, but I think you should at least give him a chance.”

      

      “You just don’t understand, Ruth.” Esther replied. “I have told you this before, but I have seen men who have come back from war. They are broken. I have seen them be very kind one day, and mean the next. The acts of war addle their minds, and I have rarely seen anyone recover from that.”

      

      Ruth was silent for a moment. “Have you seen this in your work, I assume?”

      

      Esther nodded. “Weekly,” she admitted. “So many children hurt by fathers who have come back from war…just changed.”

      

      Ruth nodded, too. “I understand, I think,” she replied. “At least I understand why you would be hesitant to get to know him a bit better. He seems like such a good man, though.”

      

      “They all do, Ruth,” Esther replied.

      

      “Does this happen to all men who have seen war?” Ruth asked.

      

      “No,” said Esther. “However, I know that Lord Wiltshire was horribly injured, and I can’t imagine that he was not affected by that. We don’t even know him that well, Ruth. We don’t know what type of person he is.”

      

      “All of that is true,” Ruth agreed. “It won’t hurt to at least get to know him, right? At least on a friendly level, I mean.”

      

      “That’s true,” said Esther as she took a sip of tea.

      

      “Oh, here comes Mary!” Ruth said.

      

      Esther gave a sigh of relief. She preferred for this conversation to be over for now.
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        * * *

      

      Allan was standing in the garden waiting for Harry to arrive. He hadn’t seen his cousin since the night before, and he wasn’t sure what to expect. After Lady Ruth and Lady Esther had left the drawing room, Allan could tell that Harry was angry. He didn’t say anything to his cousin, but he watched as Harry quickly swallowed his Scotch, and then excused himself for the evening.

      

      While having breakfast, Allan had received a note from Harry telling him to meet in the garden at noon. He had already taken a walk around the grounds alone, this morning, as he needed to clear his mind a bit. But it would be nice to walk around with Harry, Lady Esther, and Lady Ruth.

      

      While Allan was walking alone, his thoughts were filled with Bridget, but he also kept thinking of Lady Esther. It was surprising to him that he had thought of nothing but Bridget for the weeks since the wedding, and now that he had seen Lady Esther a couple of times, he couldn’t stop thinking of her.

      

      Allan took a deep breath and took a look at his surroundings. He could see some horses running in the distance, and he was envious of their freedom. He couldn’t imagine ever being that free. Something was always weighing him down. He always had moments where he thought of the war. Even when he wasn’t thinking of his experience, like now, he felt burdened with the thoughts of Bridget and Lady Esther.

      

      He then heard a shout, and he turned towards the sound. It was Harry, walking towards him and waving. Allan waved back, relieved that his cousin seemed to be in a better mood than he was the night before.

      

      As Harry got closer, Allan could see Lady Esther and Lady Ruth walking behind him, but noticeably keeping their distance. Both of them wore hats, and even though most of her hair was covered, he could still see Lady Esther’s beauty shining through.

      

      “Good afternoon, Cousin!” Harry said as he approached. “Are you ready for a walk around the property?”

      

      Allan nodded. “It will be my second today.”

      

      Harry laughed. “I stopped into the house earlier and wondered where you were. You must have been walking.”

      

      “Probably,” said Allan. “I do love your family’s property.”

      

      Harry turned to see the ladies, and a smile spread across his face. “It looks like the ladies are happy to come on the walk, too.” Harry waved to Lady Esther and Lady Ruth. They both waved back.

      

      “I think we will start by walking around the house, and then through the path near the pond,” Harry said to Allan. “Then, we can end at the stables, and if you wish to stay back and ride, I can escort the ladies back to the house.”

      

      “Fine,” said Allan. “I am looking forward to riding.”

      

      “Of course,” Harry said. “When we get there, we can get you mounted.”

      

      “Good afternoon, My Lords,” Lady Ruth said, as she and Lady Esther approached.

      

      “Good afternoon,” said Allan with a smile. “It’s a lovely day for a walk.”

      

      “Good afternoon, Lady Esther,” Harry said, “I hope that you are looking forward to this walk as much as I am.”

      

      Lady Esther smiled, and then she said, “I truly enjoy being outdoors.” Allan noticed that she did not say that she was looking forward to the walk.

      

      “Very good!” Harry replied. He didn’t seem to notice.

      

      “Are we ready to go?” Lady Ruth asked. “I can’t wait to see the property.”

      

      “Oh yes,” said Harry. “Is everyone else ready? Lady Esther?”

      

      “I am ready,” Lady Esther replied. Allan could tell that she was a bit uncomfortable, so he smiled at her, and she smiled back.

      

      “Let’s go,” said Harry, as he started walking towards the north. “We have much to see.” Allan turned towards Lady Ruth and Lady Esther, smiled, and raised his eyebrows. He then motioned for them to begin walking, and he fell in line behind them.
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        * * *

      

      “The stables are truly magnificent,” Ruth said as they approached the grand buildings. There were several horses running through the fields, and Esther was almost envious of their freedom. They could run whenever and wherever they wished, just like she would like to run from this situation.

      

      During the entire walk, Harry had been crowding her. No matter where she looked, he was there. He would specifically speak with her as if they were on their own personal tour, and he certainly wasn’t paying much attention to Ruth nor Lord Wiltshire. Esther had not enjoyed that. So, as the stables come into view, she felt a sense of relief. Soon, the walk would be over.

      

      The only saving grace was that Ruth and Lord Wiltshire were there. In fact, she was almost convinced that her sisters were right; she should consider getting to know Lord Wiltshire better. There was the possibility, of course, that he wasn’t interested in her any longer, but it couldn’t hurt to speak with him more. She knew that she would get an opportunity later, either before or after dinner.

      

      “The pedigree of those two black horses over there goes back more than one hundred years,” Esther could hear Harry saying, as she looked in the opposite direction. “Lady Esther?” he said.

      

      Esther quickly turned towards him and said “Yes?”

      

      “I wasn’t sure if you were paying attention,” Harry said with a smile.

      

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Esther replied. “I am simply distracted by the beauty of your property.”

      

      “Of course,” said Harry with a nod. “It is difficult not to fall in love with this land. I totally understand why you might have become distracted.”

      

      Esther smiled. She didn’t know what else to say.

      

      “The good news is this,” Harry said. “The planned walk I created for you all is over, and I thoroughly hope that you enjoyed it.”

      

      “Oh, it was wonderful,” said Ruth. “Thank you so much, Harry.”

      

      “And you, My Lady?” Harry said as he turned to Esther. “Did you enjoy yourself?”

      

      “I did, My Lord,” Esther replied. “Thank you.”

      

      “Now, now,” Harry said. “Remember, I told you that you may call my Harry. We are family now.”

      

      Esther just smiled at him and nodded. She dreaded these uncomfortable exchanges. She could see Ruth smirking behind Harry.

      

      “Now that that’s settled,” Harry continued. “Allan is going to stay here and ride, and it would be my pleasure to escort you both back to the house.”

      

      Esther cringed, and she hoped that no one noticed. She then coughed to cover it up.

      

      “Are you alright?” Lord Wiltshire said, taking a step towards her with a look of concern on his face. Having him so close made her feel warm, though she felt a slight shiver move through her body.

      

      “Oh yes,” Esther replied. “I just had a tickle in my throat.” She saw his smile.

      

      “Very well,” he replied. “I shall see you at dinner.”

      

      “Shall we head back?” Harry asked.

      

      “Yes, please,” Esther said.

      

      Harry, Ruth, and Esther turned and began to walk back towards the house. The afternoon sun was hot, and Esther was looking forward to being back in the house to cool off. She could feel the perspiration trickling down her back, and she hoped that it wasn’t visible.

      

      As the trio walked, Ruth began to drift a bit away, as she kept getting distracted by viewing the wildflowers that dotted the sides of the well-beaten path. Soon, Esther and Harry were walking side by side with Ruth falling more behind, though still close enough to not raise the eyebrows of anyone passing.

      

      “I am very happy that you enjoyed yourself today,” Harry said. “In fact, I greatly enjoyed the time I was able to spend with you.”

      

      Esther wasn’t sure what to say, but she knew that she had to say something.

      

      “Thank you, Harry,” she replied. “It was certainly lovely to see more of your estate.”

      

      “Would you be interested in spending any more time together?” Harry asked. She could hear the quiver in his voice as he spoke, which made her think that he was nervous.

      

      “Harry,” Esther replied, “I think I know what you are asking, but I simply am not in a position where I am looking at courting right now. I’m sorry.”

      

      “Oh,” Harry said, and then he was silent for what seemed like an eternity. “I understand. Your work is very important to you.”

      

      “Yes,” Esther replied. She felt a bit sad. Certainly, he was upset at her answer.

      

      “Harry?” Ruth had caught up to them. “Do you know what type of flower this is? The blue one?”

      

      “I’m sorry, Ruth,” he replied. “I don’t.” Esther could hear the disappointment in his voice, and his face had become very sullen. In fact, he was walking at a faster pace now, and soon, he was several feet in front of Esther and Ruth.

      

      Ruth turned towards Esther with a confused look. Esther just shook her head. They could see the house coming into view, so this uncomfortable walk would soon be over. Esther was looking forward to being away from Harry, getting out of the sun, and preparing for the dinner party.
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        * * *

      

      Harry felt like a fool. He had very clearly expressed his interest to Esther, yet she had declined to do the same. He was the brother of one of the most powerful dukes in the country, and the owner of some of the finest horses in the world. How could she deny him like that?

      

      She is a liar.

      

      Harry walked even faster, leaving the ladies several feet behind him. He didn’t want to even be near Esther right now. He knew that she was lying about what she said. She wasn’t so interested in her work that she didn’t want to court. Instead, she just wasn’t interested in courting him. Why? He was so successful, he thought he was handsome, and he could give her the world. What lady wouldn’t want that?

      

      Oh. A lady who was already interested in someone else. Like my cousin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

        

      

    

    
      Rose was putting the last finishing touches on Esther’s gown, making sure it looked perfect for the dinner party. Meanwhile, Esther was doing her best not to hinder Rose’s work. Even after so many years, it was often difficult for her to sit still for long periods, especially when getting dressed.

      

      “Almost done, My Lady,” Rose said. She had been Esther’s lady’s maid for more than ten years, and she knew that Esther was getting restless.

      

      “Thank you,” Esther replied. Though she was greatly looking forward to the dinner party, she dreaded the possibility that she might have to speak with Harry again.

      

      He certainly did not seem happy when they had arrived back to the house, and he was brooding most of the way. In fact, he didn’t even say goodbye. He simply walked in behind Esther and Ruth and turned down a hallway near the entryway. Before going into their separate rooms, Esther had told Ruth what had happened between her and Harry, and Ruth had assured her that she had done and said the right thing.

      

      “Just a few more curls around your face, I think, Madam,” Rose said, as she moved the hot iron close to Esther’s face. Esther nodded, and she could feel the heat. Though she trusted Rose, she much preferred paper curls. But the iron did a nicer job on her hair.

      

      Esther could see her reflection in the mirror, and she had to admit that she looked quite beautiful. This was a good thing, as she was planning on trying to speak with Lord Wiltshire tonight.

      

      “Perfect, My Lady,” Rose said, as she stepped back with a wide smile. “You look stunning.”

      

      Esther took another look in the mirror, now that Rose had stepped away, and said “You have done a marvelous job, Rose. I greatly appreciate it.” She looked up and saw Rose beaming.

      

      “It is always my pleasure, Madam,” Rose replied. “Shall I look in on Lady Ruth to see if she is ready?”

      

      “Yes, please,” Esther replied. She certainly didn’t want to have to walk downstairs alone and risk running into Harry.

      

      Just as Esther stood, though, she heard a knock at the door. Rose stepped over to answer it, and when she opened it, Esther saw Ruth standing in the doorway.

      

      “You look fantastic!” Ruth said loudly, as her eyes laid upon Esther. Her sister was one who sometimes forgot her manners.

      

      Instead of scolding her, Esther simply smiled at her sister. “You look amazing, too, Ruth.”

      

      “Are you ready to go downstairs? I would like to mingle with the other guests before dinner,” Ruth said.

      

      “I am ready,” said Esther as she stood. She then turned to Rose. “Thank you so much, again, Rose.”

      

      Rose smiled and nodded, and then Esther turned to walk down to the drawing room, hoping that the hallways would be free of Harry.
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        * * *

      

      Allan wasn’t quite sure what was wrong with Harry, but since he had gotten back from his ride, he thought that his cousin was avoiding him. In fact, when Allan walked back into the house and began to make his way upstairs to dress for dinner, he saw Harry sitting in the library as he passed. Allan smiled and nodded, but Harry, who had obviously seen Allan, just sat there with his normal, brooding expression.

      

      “Is that tailcoat acceptable, My Lord?” Harley asked him as he gestured to a dinner jacket hanging near the wardrobe. “If not, we also have this one.” Harley held up a second tailcoat.

      

      “The one you have out and hanging is perfect,” said Allan, as he sat staring at himself in front of the mirror. His silk breeches were on, but he had yet to put on any shirt. He was facing the mirror, and his body looked normal. He could see the muscles beneath his skin, and a bit of ginger colored hair covering his chest. He knew, however, if he turned ever so slightly to the right, the scar that started at his left shoulder would be visible.

      

      It had taken him several years to even be comfortable around Harley with his scars, and now, thinking of the possibility of others seeing them, he cringed. Of course, he was thinking of both Lady Esther and Bridget, but in this case, Bridget had already seen his body. So it wasn’t as intimidating to think of being intimate with her.

      

      The thought of being with a lady like Lady Esther, however, was totally frightening to him. She was stunningly beautiful, and he simply couldn’t see how she would ever want to be with someone who was so broken and scarred. He felt he wasn’t worthy of her beauty.

      

      “Your shirt is ready, My Lord,” Harley said, as he brought it over to Allan. Harley helped him to slip it on, and then brought his waistcoat over. Made of silk with a stiped pattern, Allan thought that it looked perfect for a dinner such as this one. The cravat was tied, and then, Harley also brought the tailcoat over from the wardrobe.

      

      Allan slipped his arms through, and Harley pulled the coat over his shoulders. Allan then turned towards Harley, who began adjusting the buttons and examining it for debris. He took a brush, and began moving it across the surface, ensuring that the coat was totally clean.

      

      “What do you think, My Lord?” Harley asked with a smile.

      

      “Splendid,” Allan replied. “Very nice, Harley.”

      

      Allan smiled, and took a final look in the mirror. He looked the best as he possibly could, considering what was lurking beneath his clothing. He turned to Harley, said “Thank you,” and then made his way out into the hallway.

      

      Allan walked down the length of the hall, stopping briefly to admire a statue, which sat on a pedestal. It was a bust of Aphrodite, the Greek goddess of love.

      

      As he turned from the bust to walk towards the stairs, he saw his cousin, Harry, coming towards him. He was not smiling, nor did he seem happy to see Allan.

      

      “Are you all right, Harry?” Allan asked as Harry approached him.

      

      “Yes, of course,” Harry said flatly. “Why?”

      

      “You seem a bit down,” Allan replied.

      

      “Oh, no,” Harry responded. “I feel quite happy.” He immediately showed a forced grin. “See? I’m even smiling.”

      

      Allan didn’t like Harry’s tone, but he chose to ignore it. Instead, he said, “Are you heading down to the drawing room? I thought a glass of Scotch would be nice before dinner.”

      

      “I am,” Harry said, and began walking, not showing any indication that he wanted Allan to go with him. But Allan followed.

      

      He didn’t know what was wrong with Harry, but this type of behavior wasn’t unusual to him. The truth was, this was more normal for him than the happier Harry that he had been portraying recently.

      

      Allan followed Harry down the stairs and watched as he simply walked by the staff who were greeting him without even responding. Harry walked through the door of the drawing room, and immediately took a glass of Scotch from a waiting footman’s tray. Allan, too, took a glass and began to look around. Harry had already sat down next to a couple who were unfamiliar to Allan and seemed deep in conversation.

      

      Allan turned towards the other end of the room. He saw Lady Ruth and Lady Esther speaking with Mary, and he couldn’t help but follow the curves of Lady Esther’s body with his eyes. He took a sip of Scotch and waited for the warmth to move through his body. Her hips were full and were well proportioned with her breasts, which were larger than both of her sisters’.

      

      As Allan continued to stare, suddenly, Lady Esther’s head turned, and her eyes met his own. He felt a surge of energy flow through him, and he felt it directly in his manhood. She smiled at him, and Allan felt his knees go weak. He was not able to keep eye contact because he felt she was looking through him. He felt exposed, and then moved his eyes down.

      

      Allan looked down at the floor, and then felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned quickly and found himself looking at his cousin, Edward. He was grinning widely, and he, too, held a glass of Scotch.

      

      “Oh, Edward,” Allan said, “I didn’t know you were already here.”

      

      “I wasn’t,” said Edward with a puzzled look on his face. “I just walked in. Didn’t you hear Bolt?”

      

      Allan must have missed Bolt announcing that Edward had arrived. He was too focused on Lady Esther.

      

      “I didn’t,” Allan said with a chuckle. “I must have been distracted.”

      

      Edward laughed. “It’s perfectly fine, Cousin. I’m glad to have some time to talk with you. I feel as though I have been terribly busy over the past two days.”

      

      “Yes,” Allan said, and then he grinned wide. “It has been hard to get your attention.”

      

      Edward chuckled again. “How has your visit been?”

      

      “It has been wonderful, as always,” Allan said. “The hospitality has been outstanding, and the company has been impressive.”

      

      “Excellent,” said Edward, taking a sip of his Scotch. “How did you spend your time today?”

      

      “Oh, I went around the property early this morning, and I just enjoyed the countryside. It was nice to see some of the places I remember from our youth.”

      

      “Yes, I do that too,” Edward said with a smile. “It is nice to revisit those memories, isn’t it?”

      

      “It is,” Allan agreed. “We had happy childhoods.”

      

      It was true. Allan, Edward, and Harry did have happy childhoods, and Allan was always high-spirited and a charmer, but that was before the war.

      

      “Were you able to see the horses?” Edward asked.

      

      “I did,” said Allan. “Not only did I get to see them, I got to ride. It was great to get out and on a horse again.”

      

      “Your face just lit up,” said Edward. “So I know that you are telling the truth.”

      

      “Yes,” Allan said excitedly. “It was quite enjoyable. Harry, Lady Ruth, Lady Esther, and I took a walk around the grounds, too.”

      

      “Oh?” said Edward. “Harry finally got Esther to take a walk with him. I’m a bit surprised. From what Mary has said, she doesn’t have much of an interest in him.”

      

      Things are starting to make sense now.

      

      “I’m not sure she does,” said Allan. “Between you and me, I don’t think that the walk ended like Harry wanted it to. I stayed behind, but he walked the ladies back to the house. When I got back, Harry was quite sullen.”

      

      “Ah,” Edward said, taking another sip of Scotch. “That would make a lot of sense. I’ll try to talk to him about it. I hate to see him upset, but if she’s not interested, she’s not interested. Perhaps he is just jealous that I have found happiness with Mary, and that you have a prospect.”

      

      Allan thought quickly. How would Edward know that he had been thinking about Lady Esther?

      

      “I have been thinking about that, actually,” Edward said. “Who am I to say who you should court? If you want to court the doctor’s daughter, I support that.”

      

      Oh, he’s talking about Miss Bridget.

      

      “I appreciate that, Edward,” Allan said with sincerity.

      

      “What do you appreciate?” Harry interrupted coldly. He had a way of breaking into conversations that he was never supposed to be a part of.

      

      “We were just talking about Allan and the doctor’s daughter,” Edward explained. “But you will have to excuse me. I must go greet my guests.”

      

      Allan watched as Edward walked away, and then turned to Harry who said, “Are you still interested in Miss Crampton?”

      

      “Of course,” Allan said assuredly, and truthfully. Even though he had eyes for Lady Esther, it didn’t mean that he had given up on the thought of Bridget.

      

      “Oh, that’s great,” Harry responded, and Allan could see his mood change from moping to happy in a matter of seconds. What does this mean?

      

      “Perhaps we should create a plan for when you see her,” Harry said. “Do you think?”

      

      “I don’t know,” said Allan. “I thought that I would keep it simple. Perhaps ask if she and her father’s assistant might want to walk through the city.”

      

      “Oh, Allan,” Harry said happily. “She doesn’t need a chaperone. She’s not a lady, at least yet.”

      

      “I know,” Allan said, feeling a bit offended that his cousin had said that about Bridget. “I would prefer it, though.”

      

      ‘It’s a good idea, as I said before,” Harry said. “I was just going to see if you could come up with another idea to woo her.”

      

      “I don’t necessarily want to woo her from the start,” Allan said, “But I would like to get to know her a bit better. At least reconnect a bit.”

      

      “You said she seemed interested?” Harry said.

      

      “Yes,” Allan replied. “She did.”

      

      “Then you probably won’t have to try too hard,” Harry said with a wink.

      

      Allan laughed and started to look around. There were many more people in the room than before. Harry walked over to speak with another couple, and Allan was, again, alone with his Scotch. He used to be so charismatic, but since his injury, he was timid and quiet.

      

      “Lord Wiltshire, I presume?” An older gentleman had approached Allan.

      

      “Yes,” Allan replied. “And you are?”

      

      “Lord Salington,” the man replied. “I have known your cousins for many years. Daftwood was going to introduce me formally, but as the host, he’s a busy man.” Salington laughed. “I was in the British Army, too, so we have something in common.”

      

      “Oh,” said Allan. “Pleasure to meet you.” The men shook hands.

      

      “I also understand that you are friendly with General Oliver Blackmore,” Salington said.

      

      Allan smiled. “Yes, he and I are very close. He’s like a brother to me.”

      

      “Did you serve together?” Salington asked.

      

      “We did,” Allan replied. “In fact, he saved my life at the Battle of Waterloo.”

      

      “Oh, amazing,” said Salington. Allan could tell that he was a typical military man, loud, boisterous, and intense. Oliver could be like that, too. “I fought at Waterloo, too, and I, too, was injured.”

      

      “Oh?” asked Allan. Could this man understand what my life is like?

      

      “Broke my nose and my arm, but I kept fighting!” Salington continued. “Thought I wouldn’t make it out of there alive, but I prevailed.”

      

      Allan was disappointed. He would hardly call a broken nose and arm a life-altering war injury.

      

      “There were a lot of injured men,” Allan replied.

      

      “What was the extent of your injuries?” Salington asked.

      

      “I was caught up in an explosion and thrown several feet,” Allan explained. “My back was ripped apart. If Oliver hadn’t been there to pull me out of the battle and get help, I surely would have died.”

      

      Allan wanted to keep it as simple as possible if he had to talk about his experience.

      

      “I’m very sorry to hear that,” Salington said. “Those injuries were quite severe, it sounds like.”

      

      “Very severe,” Allan said. He was now caught in one of those conversations about who had a more severe injury. In his mind, the only person could beat him in that regard was a dead one.

      

      “How long was your recovery? Mine was about seven weeks before I could start using my arm again,” Salington said.

      

      “Several months,” Allan replied. “They kept me alive, but on opium, so I don’t remember much of it.”

      

      “I see,” said Salington, realizing that he had lost the battle of the injuries. He tipped his glass at Allan. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Lord Wiltshire,” and he walked away.

      

      Allan was happy about this, as he didn’t like the man from the start. And now, he had the war on his mind, again, a thought that he never welcomed, thanks to this gentleman.

      

      He took a long drink of Scotch in an attempt to numb his mind, but Allan knew that it wouldn’t help much. He would just have the flashbacks later in his dreams.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      The sound of merry laughter was like music to Esther’s ears. She had just had a fantastic meal, a wonderful conversation with a lovely lady, and now the desserts were coming out.

      

      They were decadent, and she could see Ruth’s eyes across the table widen as the cakes and puddings passed her. The footmen were filling wine glasses again, and Esther looked around the table gazing upon the happy faces.

      

      As she looked down at the far end of the table, she noticed that one person looked like they were not having a good time: Lord Wiltshire. In fact, he looked quite sad. She wondered what was wrong.

      

      Esther took another sip of wine, and she could overhear the conversation that Ruth was having with Lady Salington, one of Edward and Mary’s acquaintances. Lady Booth was also speaking with them. She didn’t know Lord and Lady Salington, but she had seen Lord Salington speaking with Lord Wiltshire in the drawing room. She did know Lady Booth, though she was not fond of her.

      

      “The artist recently passed in an accident, and now his sculptures are expected to significantly rise in value,” Lady Booth said to Ruth and Lady Salington. “An art expert, such as myself, can see this before others.”

      

      Esther always saw Lady Booth as a vain and arrogant person, and just hearing her speak to the other ladies verified that.

      

      “Lord Booth and I have an extensive collection,” Lady Booth continued on, “But we don’t often allow others to see it. Only the closest of our friends.”

      

      It was difficult for Esther not to roll her eyes at this. She always had difficulties understanding why someone of Lady Booth’s standing wouldn’t use her influence in other ways, such as helping orphans. Instead, she was using it to prove how wealthy she was. Ruth, however, looked like she was very interested in Lady Booth’s arrogance.

      

      Esther knew that Mary was also fond of Lady Booth, though perhaps only to fit into these circles now that she was a duchess. In Esther’s opinion, since Mary now had a higher-ranking title than Lady Booth, there was no reason for this.

      

      “More wine, My Lady?” A footman asked. Esther’s glass was empty again.

      

      “Yes, please,” she replied. Once again, she looked at the opposite end of the table to see Lord Wiltshire. He still didn’t look extremely happy, but he was now engaged in conversation with Lord Booth. Esther wondered if he was just as overconfident as his wife.

      

      Across from Lord Wiltshire sat Harry, who had neither looked at her nor approached her all evening. She knew that she had hurt him this afternoon, but she couldn’t handle his advances any longer. It was getting too much for her, and since she had no interest in him, nor would she ever, it was frankly a waste of time for both of them.

      

      Harry didn’t look like he was too distraught, however. On the contrary, he appeared to be quite jolly. He was becoming louder as the evening went on, and she knew that after heading into the drawing room after dinner, his boisterous attitude would really make itself known.

      

      Esther noticed that Mary had stood, indicating that it was time for the ladies to go to the drawing room. A cup of tea sounded good to her, after all of the wine, and she was looking forward to catching up with her sister, if possible. Esther stood and followed the other ladies, as Harry’s lively laugh echoed in her ears.
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        * * *

      

      “Shall we join the ladies?” Edward asked the gentlemen sitting around the table. Allan truthfully wanted to retire for the evening, but that would have been rude and improper. Ever since his conversation with Lord Salington, he had been down. Even the Scotch, which he was still sipping on, wasn’t helping.

      

      Harry was still acting oddly towards him, though as the night had gone on, he was becoming more open with Allan. Since their conversation before dinner when they spoke of Bridget, Harry had certainly seemed cheerful. Perhaps he really just wanted to make sure that Allan was happy.

      

      “Wonderful dinner, yes, Cousin?” Harry said, as the men walked to the drawing room to join the ladies.

      

      “The goose was exquisite, and the cakes for dessert were divine,” Allan said, attempting to show that he was thoroughly enjoying himself. “Lady Mary did an excellent job planning this party.”

      

      “Yes,” Harry said, “She did, and it is not yet over.”

      

      Allan followed Harry into the drawing room, and almost immediately, his eyes fell upon Lady Esther. He didn’t know if it was the Scotch or the way the light fell upon her, but he was again struck with her beauty.

      

      He half expected Harry to immediately walk towards Lady Esther, who was standing and speaking to Mary and Lady Booth, but instead, he walked in the opposite direction where Lady Ruth and Lady Salington were deep in conversation.

      

      Allan turned back towards Lady Esther, and he noticed that she was looking over at him. He smiled at her, and she returned it. When he saw her lips form into a smile, he couldn’t help but feel a strong attraction to her. He knew that those lips could drive him to the limits of passion if they both wanted it as much as he did right now.

      

      A footman brought him another glass of Scotch, and Allan realized that he had lost count of how many he had over the evening, but it was fine. The more Scotch he had, the less likely it would be that he would have nightmares, and more likely that he would have pleasant dreams, such as those about Bridget or Lady Esther.

      

      Lord and Lady Booth were now both in conversation with Mary, and Lady Esther was standing a bit away from the group, though still involved in the conversation. Allan felt an urge to speak with her, so he began to walk over to the group.

      

      As he approached, she looked up at him and again smiled.

      

      “Good evening, Lady Esther,” he said. “Did you enjoy dinner?”

      

      “Very much so, My Lord,” she replied. “And you?”

      

      “I did,” he said. “I was just telling Harry how much I liked the goose.”

      

      “It was perfectly seasoned,” Lady Esther replied. Allan was not interested in small talk.

      

      “We haven’t had much of a chance to catch up this weekend,” he said. “How have you been since I saw you last?”

      

      “I have been well,” Lady Esther said.

      

      “Are you still working with the orphans?” he asked.

      

      “Yes, of course,” she replied. “I can’t imagine that I would ever stop doing that.”

      

      “As I told you before, I think that the work you do is very noble,” he said. He could see her cheeks redden as she blushed.

      

      “Thank you, My Lord,” she said.

      

      “You are welcome,” he said. “In fact, you have inspired me to start doing more good works myself. When I get back home, I am going to look into becoming a patron of my local orphanage.”

      

      “Oh really?” Lady Esther replied. “That is wonderful!”

      

      He really liked the way she looked when she smiled. Her face was full of light and joy. Though he was very attracted to her, he also fully realized that he liked talking to her and spending time with her.

      

      “I feel it is the least I could do,” Allan said. “I know they need help, but I didn’t realize how much until I spoke to you at the wedding.”

      

      “Every bit helps the children, and I can’t tell you how much that is really needed,” she replied.

      

      “It is my pleasure,” Allan responded. She was very easy to talk to, and he was beginning to feel more comfortable around her.

      

      “I wish more people were as generous as you, My Lord,” Esther said. “When I return home, I must write some letters urging more people to support the cause. It’s part of my work, and it is one of the more difficult tasks that I do. Unfortunately, people are too often not willing to support these cases.”

      

      “Why do you think that is?” Allan asked her.

      

      “I don’t know, exactly,” Lady Esther said. “I imagine it might have to do with the fact that many of these children aren’t seen as assets to society. Many of them rely on things like theft to survive.”

      

      “I can see that,” Allan replied. “And, admittedly, I can understand why someone might not want to support that type of behavior.” He hoped that he hadn’t offended her.

      

      “I agree with you whole heartedly, My Lord,” she said. “I can fully understand it, too. I certainly don’t believe that we should put money into the hands of thieves.”

      

      Allan was relieved that she had not found his comment offensive.

      

      Lady Esther continued. “What people don’t understand, is that with more support from the public, these children could live in better conditions and not have to rely on thievery and other crimes just to live day-to-day. We do what we can to help them, but without financing, it is extremely difficult.”

      

      Allan nodded. “I have not thought of it in that way, I admit,” he said.

      

      “Most people don’t,” she said “So please don’t feel bad about it.”

      

      “I’m glad that I have decided to support such an honorable cause,” Allan said to her. “I know that it is, at least, legitimate.”

      

      Lady Esther smiled. “I guarantee that it is very legitimate,” she replied. “It’s a cause that actually helps people, not one that you can support simply to raise your standing in society.”

      

      Allan looked around to see where Lord and Lady Booth were. They had moved further away, so he looked at Lady Esther, smirked, and said, “Like the arts?”

      

      She immediately laughed, and he knew that she had understood his comment. “Yes, exactly,” she replied. “Though the arts are certainly an important part of life, those who tend to support the arts are only doing it for personal reasons, it seems.”

      

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Allan said with a smile. He was thoroughly enjoying the conversation and his earlier engagement with Lord Salington seemed like a very distant memory.

      

      “You are quite funny,” Lady Esther said to him with a grin.

      

      Allan was a bit surprised. No one had called him funny in many years.

      

      “Thank you,” he said. “Sometimes I do forget that life can be fun.”

      

      “Oh, it can be,” said Lady Esther. “You just have to be with the right person, sometimes.”

      

      Allan smiled. “Yes,” he said. “Yes, you do.”

      

      “What is so funny over here?” Lady Ruth had stepped close to Lady Esther and took her arm.

      

      “Oh, we just found out that we have a mutual…feeling…about something,” Lady Esther explained to her sister, yet she continued to look at Allan with a big grin on her face.

      

      “Yes,” Allan said, smiling back at Lady Esther, “we do have a mutual feeling about that…subject.”

      

      “Great minds think alike, My Lord,” Lady Ruth said.

      

      Allan laughed. “Please, My Lady, and you too, Lady Esther,” he said. “Please, we are family now. You may call me Allan.”

      

      “Thank you, Allan,” Lady Ruth said, “And the same to you. I’m sure we will be spending a lot of time together in the future, so we might as well become as friendly as possible.”

      

      “I couldn’t agree more, Ruth,” Allan said.

      

      Ruth then turned to Esther. “Are you ready to retire? It’s quite late, after midnight already.”

      

      “Oh!” said Esther with surprise in her voice. “I didn’t realize that it was so late. Yes, I will walk with you.”

      

      “Perfect,” said Ruth. “I will go say good night to Lord and Lady Booth and meet you by the door.”

      

      Esther nodded at her sister and then turned to Allan. “We have to leave very early in the morning,” she explained. “I have to be back home by midafternoon for an important meeting.”

      

      “I’m sorry to see you go, Esther,” Allan said. “I had a wonderful time with you tonight.”

      

      She smiled widely. “I, too, have enjoyed speaking with you…Allan.”

      

      He liked the way his name sounded as she spoke. He noticed that Ruth was waiting for Esther and knew he would have to say good night.

      

      “I hope to see you soon, Esther,” he said to her, “And I wish you a swift and safe journey home.”

      

      “And the same to you, Allan,” Esther said. “I look forward to the next time we meet.”

      

      She smiled, and then walked out the door with Ruth behind her. Before she walked out, however, Ruth turned to Allan and grinned.

      

      Allan took a deep breath and then looked around the room. It was almost empty, and he was struck with the fact that it had been filled with more than twenty people only a short time before. When he was talking with Esther, it seemed the entire world had just disappeared, and it was only the two of them.

      

      He shook his head, and then drank the last of his Scotch. He could see Harry, Lord Salington, and Lord Booth deep in talk, and sitting on the sofa, he saw Lady Booth and Lady Salington. Allan wasn’t interested in either conversation, and he knew that he would see Harry in the morning, so he sat his glass on a table, and walked out of the drawing room, ready for a good night’s sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Esther’s mind was swimming. She and Ruth were comfortably sitting in the carriage, and the coachman had just shut the door. Even though she knew it was early, she was hoping to at least catch a glance of Allan before they left. Unfortunately, that didn’t happen.

      

      She felt the carriage lurch and prepared herself for the long ride home. Ruth had been rather silent this morning, but that wasn’t unusual. Neither was known for being bright and cheerful in the morning, especially when it was extra early. Mary was the sister who was happy as a lark each day.

      

      Esther was still reliving the time she had with Allan last night. Though she still was not fully convinced that he was not like one of the military men that she knew, she had greatly changed her view of him, and thought that she could be developing feelings for him. The thought of that made her heart flutter, and she smiled.

      

      “What are you so happy about?”

      

      The sound of Ruth’s voice startled Esther, as she had been deep in thought.

      

      “Oh,” Esther said to her sister. “Nothing, really.” She tried to stop smiling but couldn’t.

      

      Ruth covered her mouth and yawned, and then said, “So this smile has nothing to do with Allan?”

      

      Esther laughed. “I should have listened to you before.”

      

      “See?” Ruth said with a smile on her face. “I knew if you only gave him a chance that you would see that he is a wonderful man.”

      

      “That may be,” said Esther, “And I am still not totally convinced of him, but I am now willing to get to know him better.”

      

      “I think that’s wonderful, Esther,” Ruth said. “I know that he feels the same about you. I can’t even tell you how entranced he looked with you last night.”

      

      “Oh, Ruth,” Esther said. “Stop exaggerating.”

      

      “I’m not exaggerating at all!” Ruth said loudly. “He was totally enchanted by you.”

      

      “I’m not sure if I would go to that extreme,” said Esther, “But I do believe that he feels similarly to how I do.”

      

      “I will agree with that,” Ruth said. “Did you have a chance to mention any of this to Mary?”

      

      Esther shook her head. She did see Mary briefly before she left the house, but they were not able to get into any type of deep conversation.

      

      “I didn’t,” she told Ruth. “Perhaps I will send her a letter in the morning, though, and see if she has any insight or advice on this. She seems to know Allan very well, and she is married to the man who probably knows him best.”

      

      “That sounds like a wonderful idea,” Ruth agreed. “For all you know, Allan could have already made his feelings for you clear to Edward, and Mary already knows.”

      

      “That’s a possibility,” said Esther, “But I’m not sure that Allan is that open with people. He seems closed off and private.”

      

      “I guess,” said Ruth, “But Edward and Harry seem to know him better than anyone.”

      

      “Oh,” said Esther. “I just thought of something.”

      

      “What?” asked Ruth.

      

      “Harry.” Esther said. “He will not react to this well.”

      

      “Oh,” said Ruth. “I didn’t think about that, either. But, remember this. You made your feelings for him very clear, so I don’t think he would still be pining away for you. If you aren’t interested, and you clearly aren’t, if I were him, I would find someone else to share my affections for.”

      

      “Most people would do that, I think,” said Esther, “But remember, this is Harry we are talking about. He is pretty determined to get what he wants, at least according to Mary.”

      

      “You need to just think positive here,” said Ruth. “When you write your letter to Mary, make sure to mention that she should have another party. After all, we have to make sure that you and Allan get together again very soon.”
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      Allan was struggling. It was a bright, sunny morning, and he was in his carriage on the way to see Doctor Crampton and Bridget. He had sent a letter to them the day after the dinner party, and the doctor had responded with an invitation to visit the following week.

      

      Though he had been with Esther during the dinner party, once he was back home and the time got closer to see Bridget, the thoughts he had of Esther were slowly replaced with thoughts of Bridget. He had to choose which lady to pursue, and he was hoping to get some insight on this during his time with Bridget.

      

      His plan was to only visit with the doctor and his daughter for a couple of hours, and then he would conduct some business and head back home, late. Though it would be a long day, it would be worth it to him to examine his conflicted feelings for Bridget.

      

      It was true that Bridget knew him, thanks to the time they had spent together during his recovery. Most importantly, she knew about his broken body, and still seemed interested.

      

      However, he also knew that she was not a social equal to him, which could cause some people to look down upon them. He didn’t know if he wanted to subject her to that, knowing that in some circles, she might never be accepted. There was also the fact that though he was very attracted to her, a physical connection might be the only thing that he wanted from her. He would have to see if there was more there.

      

      Esther was on his mind, too, as he watched the world pass him by from the small window of the carriage. She had no idea that he was scarred, both mentally and physically, and that greatly bothered him. Esther was, however, an appropriate social match, who would be celebrated by their peers. He was also attracted to her, of course, and he genuinely enjoyed spending time with her.

      

      Allan knew that he had to either choose to court one of these ladies or forget about them. He could only go back and forth like this for a short time, and he didn’t want to spend so much time with either of them that it would cause whispers from others.

      

      He glanced out of the window and began to see more houses, so Allan knew the carriage was getting close to the town center where the doctor’s office and home was located. As the buildings got closer together, his nerves began to affect him.

      

      Allan took a deep breath. It would only be a matter of moments before he would be face to face with Bridget again, and his mind was going blank.

      

      The carriage slowed, and then stopped, and Allan felt the structure lean to the side, as the coachman stepped off. A few seconds later, the door opened, and Allan stepped out into the sun.

      

      “Here we are, My Lord,” the coachman said. “Shall I wait or come back for you?”

      

      “Please come back in a couple of hours,” Allan said. “It won’t be much longer than that, as I have some business to attend to after this meeting.”

      

      “Very well,” the coachman replied, shutting the door, and raising the steps, which Allan had climbed out on. He then stepped back onto the carriage and began to drive it away.

      

      Allan took a look at the door directly in front of him, and he saw the familiar sign: “Percy Crampton Surgeon.” He knocked on the door and took a step back. Only a moment later the door opened, and Mrs. Dunn, whom he had met the previous time he was here, appeared.

      

      “Lord Wiltshire,” she said, “Please come in.”

      

      Mrs. Dunn held the door wide, inviting Allan to walk through.

      

      “Thank you, Mrs. Dunn,” he said, as he stepped into the darkened room.

      

      “Please follow me,” she said. “Doctor Crampton is expecting you.”

      

      As they did the last time Allan was here, Mrs. Dunn led him into another room, and offered him a seat. “The doctor will be here to see you in a moment,” she said. “Please make yourself comfortable, My Lord.”

      

      “Thank you,” Allan said, as he sat down on a long bench. Mrs. Dunn left the room through a door opposite of the one they came through, and he was alone.

      

      Allan took another breath, and he wiped his hands on his pants, as they were sweating. He was surprised that he was this nervous. He had spent so much time with Bridget, so it was strange to him that he would worry about it.

      

      The door opened and Doctor Crampton stepped in. Allan stood as the doctor said, “Good morning, My Lord.” He extended his hand to shake Allan’s.

      

      “Good morning, Doctor Crampton,” Allan said with a smile. “I trust you are well?”

      

      “Indeed,” the doctor said. “How was your journey?”

      

      “It went very well,” Allan said. “We started early, and I have some business to attend to, but as I mentioned in my letter, I wanted to stop in and see how you and your daughter were doing.”

      

      Doctor Crampton smiled. “You did mention that, yes. We are doing well. She should be here, soon. I believe she had to take care of something minor in the office, but she knows you are here.”

      

      Allan nodded. Now it would only be a couple of moments before he saw Bridget again.

      

      “I must say,” Doctor Crampton said to him. “I daresay you didn’t come to see me, My Lord.”

      

      Allan felt himself blush, but he saw that Doctor Crampton was smiling.

      

      “I just ask that you treat my daughter with respect,

      the doctor explained. “She hasn’t always been treated well by men of a certain standing.”

      

      “Oh?” said Allan.

      

      “I’m sure she will tell you when the time is right,” the doctor replied. “Perhaps, for now, the two of you should become reacquainted.”

      

      “Yes,” Allan agreed, “We should.”

      

      At that moment, the door opened, and Bridget stepped in. Allan couldn’t help but smile as she approached. Her blonde hair framed her face, and her eyes, though dark, were shining.

      

      “Good morning, Bridget,” he said. He could feel that his voice was shaky.

      

      “Good morning,” she replied. “I trust that your journey was comfortable?”

      

      “Very much so,” Allan replied. Her gown was cut low around her breasts, and she didn’t have any type of covering over her chest like most of the ladies that Allan interacted with. He had a hard time not staring at her, and he instantly had to bring his mind back to the conversation, as his view was beginning to cause some physical urges.

      

      “I have been speaking to your father,” Allan said to Bridget, “I was wondering if you might want to take a walk. Mrs. Dunn may accompany us, of course.”

      

      “That sounds delightful,” Bridget said with a grin across her face. “Just let me get a parasol, hat, and gloves, and we can be on our way.”

      

      Allan smiled back at her, and then watched as she went back into the next room.

      

      “As I said, My Lord,” the doctor uttered, “I assume your intentions are honorable. I know that my daughter will appreciate the time away.”

      

      “Yes, Doctor Crampton,” Allan replied. “I will have her back soon.”

      

      Bridget, who looked ready for the walk, was followed by Mrs. Dunn, who was also carrying a hat, gloves, and parasol.

      

      “Shall we go?” Bridget asked Allan.

      

      “I am ready if you are, Bridget,” he said.

      

      He turned and opened the door that lead to the entry room, and Bridget walked through. He then made sure to hold it open for Mrs. Dunn, as he wanted to make the right impression.

      

      Mrs. Dunn paused and allowed Allan to walk next to Bridget, who had slowly begun to walk with her parasol over her left shoulder. Allan joined her on the right, with Mrs. Dunn walking behind them.

      

      “It’s a lovely day, isn’t it?” Allan asked. The sun was shining, but it wasn’t overly hot.

      

      “Oh yes,” Bridget said. “It’s gorgeous.”

      

      “I’m happy you consented to walking with me,” Allan said. “I have really wanted to reconnect.”

      

      “Oh, as have I,” Bridget replied. “I do often think of the time when you were under my father’s care. Though you were very sick and injured, over time, I thought that we were really getting to know each other.”

      

      “I have to admit,” Allan said as they continued to walk, “I don’t remember a lot of it. That doesn’t mean, however, that I don’t appreciate the times I do.”

      

      “Well,” said Bridget. “You were under the influence of opium for the pain, so that is understandable. I will tell you, however, that we did have interactions, even though you might not remember.”

      

      “I believe you,” said Allan. “I have no reason not to trust you.”

      

      “How have you been since returning home?” Bridget asked, as they continued to walk down the busy street.

      

      “I have been well,” Allan said. “I have fully recovered, of course, and I have returned to my business dealings.”

      

      “That’s wonderful,” Bridget said. “I’m so very happy to hear that.”

      

      “Thank you,” Allan said. “And you?”

      

      “I continue to care for my father’s house, and help him, when needed,” Bridget said. “As I said before, Mrs. Dunn helps him, too. It’s a good life, but a busy one.”

      

      “I see,” Allan replied. “I, too, get quite busy.”

      

      “Oh,” Bridget responded. “Though don’t you have staff to help? We only have Mrs. Dunn.”

      

      “I do have staff,” Allan replied. “That is true. However, I don’t have nearly the amount of staff as my peers, and I have a larger home and land to care for. I could never do it on my own, nor with a helper such as Mrs. Dunn.”

      

      “You are still an Earl,” Bridget said. “That counts for something, yes?”

      

      “It’s a title,” Allan said. “That’s all. It doesn’t define me, nor does it define how I live my life.”

      

      “How do you want to live your life?” Bridget asked.

      

      “That’s a good question,” Allan said. “I suppose I simply want to be happy.”

      

      “I think that’s what all of us want,” Bridget responded. “What would make you happy?”

      

      Allan thought about it for a second, and then he said, “My cousin, Edward, is probably the happiest person I know, and I think having what he has would make me happy.”

      

      “Well,” said Bridget. “What does he have?”

      

      “He has a thriving business, a supportive family, a beautiful wife, and a lovely home,” Allan replied.

      

      “You have a thriving business, it seems,” Bridget said, “Correct?”

      

      “Yes,” Allan said. “It is getting better all of the time, too.”

      

      “You also seem to have a supportive family,” Bridget replied. “And you have your friend…what’s his name, again?”

      

      “Oliver,” Allan said. “And yes, you are correct on both of those.”

      

      “Additionally,” Bridget continued, “You also have a lovely home, from what I gather, so it seems to me, the only thing you need is a beautiful wife to become a lady and Countess.”

      

      Allan thought for a moment. Bridget was certainly bolder than the women he typically interacted with. He wondered if she was implying something by talking about getting a wife. Was she only interested in him because of his title?

      

      “I think you are right,” said Allan.

      

      “A wife could complete your happy life,” Bridget said. “And I look at it as the older we get, the harder it is to find a suitable partner…especially one that could change our lives.”

      

      He wasn’t quite sure what she meant by that, but he wanted to find out. “What about you?” he asked. “Why have you never settled with a husband?”

      

      “I have had prospects, of course,” Bridget said. “However, there was an incident, which I prefer not to talk about right now, and it has changed me. If I found a man I was interested in, who could change my life for the better, I would love to be married.”

      

      Allan wondered what the incident might be, but as someone who had his own secrets, he left it alone. He certainly felt she was impressed with his title, and he didn’t know what he thought of that.

      

      “Interesting,” said Allan, “Most women wouldn’t say that out loud.”

      

      “I’m not like most women,” Bridget replied quickly. “If I have my eye on something, I will do what I can to get it.”

      

      Allan wasn’t sure what to think about this, either. He couldn’t help but think she was talking about him, and it made him feel a bit uncomfortable. There was silence between them for a moment, and then Allan said, “Shall we turn around and head back? Unfortunately, I have business to attend to this afternoon.”

      

      “Oh,” Bridget said. “Yes, of course.”

      

      The pair turned, and Mrs. Dunn, who was still behind them, followed their lead.

      

      “Is everything alright?” Bridget asked as they walked. “Did I say something wrong?”

      

      “Oh no,” Allan said. “I was lost in thought about my business meeting. My apologies.”

      

      “Oh, it’s fine.” Bridget replied. “If you turn left at the corner there, we will be very near home.”

      

      “That is great,” said Allan. He was quickly realizing that he didn’t enjoy speaking with Bridget as much as he thought he might. Though, this was the point of taking the walk…to see how they got on one-on-one.

      

      The pair continued to walk around the corner, and just as Bridget said, he could see the sign for the doctor’s office in the distance. He could admit to himself that she was certainly a very attractive woman, but he also had to admit that, perhaps, the attraction was only physical.

      

      As they approached the door to the doctor’s office, Bridget turned to him and said, “I have greatly enjoyed our walk, Allan. I hope that we can see each other again, soon.”

      

      He smiled at her in an effort to be polite, and then said, “I am entering a busy time for business, but I will be in touch.” I don’t want to totally lose contact with her. I have to think about this.

      

      “Please tell your father that I must go, and I’m sorry I couldn’t tell him good-bye,” Allan said. “I must meet my coachman now.”

      

      Bridget looked confused but nodded. “I understand that your business is important. Again, I really enjoyed our walk.”

      

      “I’m glad,” said Allan. “I really must go. Thank you for spending time with me.”

      

      “Good-bye, Allan,” Bridget said, as he walked away. He turned and waved. It was true that she was quite alluring, and he certainly was physically attracted to her based on his body’s reactions to seeing the curves of her breasts peeking out from her gown, but it was also true that there had to be more to a relationship than something physical.

      

      He wasn’t sure where his carriage was, but he knew that it would be parked nearby. He realized that he had rushed away quickly, but he also recognized for sure that it was time to focus on something else that had been on his mind…or someone else…Esther.

      

      So he just walked around a couple of streets until he saw it. The coachman was sitting on the front bench, and Allan waved. He was looking forward to getting his business done and getting home. He had a letter to write to Edward…it was time for a ball.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      “I will tell Mr. Smith you have arrived, Lady Esther.”

      

      Esther had once again come to the orphanage where Honora had treated her so poorly. There was no sign of the woman, but another woman had treated Esther similarly upon her arrival. She couldn’t understand why they were rude to her. She was, after all, a great benefactor of the orphanage and the orphans.

      

      She and her maid had been led into the same darkened room they had been in before, and the waves of a moldy scent washed over her. She couldn’t believe it, but the conditions seemed even worse than they had before.

      

      As soon as she had gotten back from Mary’s dinner party, she had written to Mr. Smith, as directed by Honora on her last visit. He had responded with an invitation to meet, and this was exactly what she intended to do.

      

      The door opened behind her, allowing a bit more light to come into the room, and Esther could see that the corners were damp. This must be where the odor was coming from. She turned, and saw a small, mousy-looking man walk in. She felt a shiver down her spine when she saw him, and quickly assumed that it was Mr. Smith.

      

      “Lady Esther,” he said. “I am Mr. Smith.”

      

      He didn’t look at her. He only sat down in the chair opposite her, and he stared at the ground.

      

      “It is nice to meet you, Sir,” Esther said. “I am here to…”

      

      “I know why you are here, Lady Esther,” the man replied sharply. “I’m afraid I have the same information that you received from Miss Honora. We don’t have the information you are seeking.” He continued to avoid eye contact with her. “I would imagine that Miss Sophia has been sent to another area. As for the child you asked about, we have no record of her whereabouts, either.”

      

      “Are you telling me that you have closed down an entire orphanage, and you don’t know where the staff nor the girls are?” Esther asked fiercely.

      

      Mr. Smith flicked his eyes up towards her, and then again, looked at the floor. “Yes, Lady Esther. That is exactly what I am telling you.”

      

      “How is that possible?” Esther asked. She suspected that he was hiding information from her.

      

      He looked up and stared at her directly in the eye. “All I can tell you…My Lady…” Mr. Smith said with a sneer, “Is that I have no information for you.”

      

      “Would you have information if I made a gift to the orphanage?” Esther asked, finally understanding his game.

      

      “Perhaps…” the man replied.

      

      Esther was getting more frustrated by the minute. “Sir, no disrespect, but these are people’s lives we are talking about.”

      

      Mr. Smith looked up at her again. His eyes widened, and he said, “If you want to know where they are, you will pay.”

      

      Esther couldn’t believe her ears. She was furious, and it took all that she had not to lash out at him. “You are running an orphanage and caring for children! You should be ashamed of yourself.” she exclaimed.

      

      The man simply shrugged and smirked. “Is that all, Lady Esther?” he said.

      

      “Yes,” she immediately stood up and motioned for her maid to follow. “You will hear from me again, Mr. Smith. Mark my words.”

      

      With that, Esther turned quickly and walked out of the door into the dark, dank hallway. As before, she could hear the sounds of children yelling, crying, and speaking to each other, but she never could figure out where the sounds were coming from. She continued down the hall, walked out into the courtyard, and immediately motioned to the coachman waiting for her that she intended to board. She had to go home to speak with her father.
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        * * *

      

      Allan had made a decision. After the walk with Bridget, he knew, without a doubt, that he wanted to court Esther. Now, however, he just had to get her to feel the same.

      

      He was having some reservations, of course, which he believed was normal, so he contacted Oliver to find out if he might want to come to dinner. Oliver had replied that he would, and now, Allan was patiently waiting for him to arrive. Once he talked to Oliver, he believed that he would be ready to make a move for Esther.

      

      Allan was sound in his decision. In fact, it felt to him Bridget was hiding something from him, and he didn’t appreciate that. He also felt he didn’t enjoy talking to her as much as he enjoyed talking to Esther. So, it felt as though the best decision was to turn his focus onto Esther…but he wasn’t quite sure how to do that since she didn’t seem keen on him, though the last time he saw her, it did seem better.

      

      “My Lord.” Clark stepped into the room. “General Blackmore has arrived. I have shown him into the sitting room, as I believed you would like a drink before dinner.”

      

      Allan smiled at Clark. It was wonderful to have a member of the staff who simply knew exactly what to do. “Thank you so much, Clark. You know I greatly appreciate that.”

      

      As he always did before seeing Oliver, Allan straightened his shirt, trousers, and looked down to make sure there were no scuffs on his boots. Even though he was no longer a member of the British Army, he still wanted to look the part in his civilian life.

      

      He nodded at Clark as he walked through the door, and then crossed the hallway into the entry way. The sitting room was directly across from him.

      

      “My Lord,” he heard, and turned. A footman was standing there holding a tray with a letter on it. “This arrived for you.”

      

      “Oh, thank you,” said Allan, as he walked to meet the footman. He took the letter, and then turned around to walk back to the sitting room. As he looked down at the letter, he could see the crest of his cousin, the Duke of Daftwood. Hopefully, this was an answer to his letter about the ball, which he sent as soon as he arrived home from seeing Bridget.

      

      Allan tucked the letter into his pocket, and then opened the door to the sitting room. Oliver was already sitting in his usual place, and there was a glass of port sitting next to him.

      

      Allan smiled, and said “Port today, Friend?”

      

      Oliver laughed and stood with his hand outstretched to shake Allan’s. “It’s too early for Scotch, though I daresay I will have some before I leave.”

      

      Now it was Allan’s turn to laugh. He turned to the nearby footman and said, “I’ll have some port, too,” and then turned back to Oliver.

      

      “Please, Blackmore,” he said. ‘Have a seat.”

      

      Oliver sat down and took a sip of his port, and Allan sat on the sofa opposite Oliver.

      

      “How has business been?” Oliver asked.

      

      “Oh, very well,” Allan said, as the footman placed the glass of port on the table next to him. “Thank you.”

      

      “Very good to hear,” Oliver said. “Things have been going very well for me, too. I have a new assignment, which will allow me to travel more. It should even take me to the continent.”

      

      “Oh, congratulations!” Allan was genuinely happy for his friend. He knew that one of the reasons Oliver had joined the British Army in the first place was to see the world. “I’m very happy for you.”

      

      “To us,” Oliver said as he lifted his glass, “and our good fortune.”

      

      Allan lifted his glass and toasted his friend, and then took a sip of the thick, sweet, fruity port.

      

      “I appreciate the invitation here, Wiltshire,” Oliver said. “It’s always nice to visit.”

      

      “It is,” Allan agreed. “But I do have good reason for the invitation.”

      

      “Oh?” said Oliver. “I’m intrigued.”

      

      “I actually need some advice,” Allan admitted. “And I am hoping that you can help.”

      

      “It would be my pleasure,” said Oliver. “What can I help with?”

      

      Allan shifted in his seat. “Do you remember the last time I saw you? I was telling you about Miss Bridget Crampton? The doctor’s daughter?”

      

      “I do remember,” Oliver replied. “Did you see her again?”

      

      “I did,” Allan explained. “I saw both her and her father again.”

      

      “Oh!” Oliver exclaimed. “Do tell me more.”

      

      “Well, I must begin with another,” Allan said, taking a sip of his drink. “I spent more time with Lady Esther, too.”

      

      Oliver got a big grin on his face. “So, you are telling me that you have spent time with two ladies since I saw you last, and you aren’t telling me about it until now?”

      

      Allan laughed. “I haven’t had a chance.”

      

      Oliver chuckled. “No, it seems you have been rather busy. Please…continue.”

      

      Allan smiled and shook his head. “The story starts with Edward holding a dinner party. I attended, and so did Esther.”

      

      Oliver grinned, “You are already to the point of calling her by her given name?”

      

      Allan blushed, and said, “Yes.” He smiled. “I am getting to that.”

      

      Oliver leaned back in his seat and grinned widely once again.

      

      “While there, Esther and I had a chance to spend more time together,” Allan explained. “By the time I left, I am fairly convinced that she had grown fonder of me. She even said she was looking forward to the next time she would see me.”

      

      Oliver sat up straight. “What are you waiting for, then, Wiltshire?”

      

      Allan chuckled. “At the time, though I was very interested in her, I also knew that I was supposed to go visit Bridget.”

      

      Oliver shook his head and smiled. “Some men get all the luck.”

      

      “I didn’t say I was lucky,” Allan said.

      

      “Wiltshire! You have two ladies to choose from,” Oliver said with a laugh. “I would say that’s pretty lucky!”

      

      Allan nodded and laughed. “Fine, fine, Blackmore. May I continue?”

      

      Oliver smiled and nodded. “Please do.”

      

      “I concluded at that point that I was interested in Esther, and I believe her to be interested in me.” Allan replied.

      

      “Yes, you said that,” Oliver responded.

      

      Allan nodded. “Yes, but I had Bridget on my mind, so when I got home, I wasn’t as focused on Esther. Instead, I was more focused on seeing Bridget.”

      

      “Keep going, this is getting good!” Oliver said.

      

      Allan laughed again. “Great. I went to see Bridget and her father earlier in the week. When I arrived, I was very nervous, and I wasn’t sure why.”

      

      “Probably because you are interested in her,” Oliver replied.

      

      “Was.” Allan said.

      

      “What?” Oliver said.

      

      “I was interested in her,” Allan replied.

      

      “Whoa,” Olive responded. “Please continue! What happened?”

      

      “I took her for a walk, and her father’s assistant, Mrs. Dunn, went with us.” Allan explained.

      

      Allan continued. “The entire time I was walking with her, I felt bored with her conversation. I also feel she might be more interested in my title than me.”

      

      Oliver stopped smiling. “That could be an issue, of course,” he said. “Seriously? You think that.”

      

      “I do,” Allan said. “And that’s when I decided that I want to court Esther. She is beautiful, she is a wonderful conversationalist, and I thoroughly enjoy spending time with her.”

      

      Oliver smiled again. “Then, my Friend, it looks like you have your answer.”

      

      Allan nodded. “I think so, too.” He pulled the letter out of his pocket and broke the wax seal. “That reminds me. I wrote to Edward to ask if he would hold a ball. It’s my best chance of seeing Esther again, quickly. He responded.” Allan held up the letter to show Oliver.

      

      “What does it say?” Oliver asked.

      

      Allan unfolded the letter and began to read it. He saw the words, “The ball will be held on…” he smiled and looked up at Oliver. “Edward is having a ball!”

      

      “Wonderful!” Oliver replied. He held up his glass. “A toast to your continued good luck.”
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        * * *

      

      “Esther, I understand what you are saying,” her father said. “But I simply don’t have the means to pay an orphanage administrator so that you can get information about an orphan.”

      

      Esther couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She came to her father’s office to ask him to send money to Mr. Smith, and this was his response.

      

      “Father,” she said. “I don’t understand. You are a Duke. How can you not donate a small amount of money to the orphanage?”

      

      Her father shook his head and looked up from his desk. “Normally, I would not discuss finances with a lady,” he said. “But since you are questioning this, I will tell you. There is simply no money available. We barely have enough to keep the household going, and if truth be told, I don’t know how we are going to keep going into the autumn and winter.”

      

      Esther was shocked. “But Father,” she said. “What happened?”

      

      “Times are changing,” her father replied. “After the ‘Year Without Summer,’ our lands have never recovered. We aren’t growing grain nor other crops, and our coffers have been depleted.”

      

      “We have…nothing?” Esther asked.

      

      “We have enough to keep things running for a couple of months,” her father said. “That’s it.” He looked down with sadness in his expression.

      

      Esther said, “What can we do?”

      

      “I don’t know,” her father said. “I shall go to London soon and try to remedy this. But, in the meantime, the marriage of Mary to Edward has helped a bit, though there is still no extra money to donate to the church. I’m sorry, Esther.”

      

      Esther just nodded. “I’m sorry, too, Father.” She turned around and walked out of the office, and into the hallway. She knew she had to come up with a plan, and she had to do this soon. She couldn’t bear to know that Julia was out there somewhere, and that she could be somewhere terrible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      Allan had arrived at his cousins’ home, and he was nervous. The ball was planned for later in the evening, and he would see Esther very soon. His stomach was in knots, and as he waited for the coachman to open the door, he could feel his hands trembling. You must relax.

      

      He felt the carriage lean to the left as the coachman got off, and then heard the sound of the steps being pulled down. The door opened, and Allan was able to step out. His cousin Edward and his wife Mary were standing near the door, and they were both smiling widely. Though Allan’s nerves were certainly affecting him, he couldn’t help but smile back. It always felt like he was returning home.

      

      Allan walked towards his cousin while Harley began unloading his luggage.

      

      “Beautiful day for a ball,” Edward said, as Allan approached him. Allan smiled widely and Edward reached out his hand. Allan took it and Edward pulled him in for an embrace, as they always did.

      

      “It certainly is, Cousin,” Allan replied. He then turned to Mary. “You look ravishing, as usual, Mary.” He leaned forward and kissed her cheek.

      

      “You are too kind, Allan,” Mary responded with a grin. “I’m so glad you have made it.”

      

      “It was actually Allan’s suggestion,” Edward said.

      

      “Oh,” Mary said with a laugh. “That’s right. I forgot. In that case, I’m so glad that you suggested it. I know my sisters are looking forward to it, as well.”

      

      Allan smiled again. “It is always a pleasure to see your sisters.”

      

      “I believe they like spending time with you, too,” Mary replied. “They arrived last night, and we were actually talking about you at dinner.”

      

      “Oh?” Allan said. “I hope it was a good conversation.”

      

      “I assure you it was,” Edward said with a laugh. “I was there. Me, Mary, Esther, and Ruth, and the ladies had control of the conversation the entire time.”

      

      Allan and Mary laughed, and then Allan said, “Where was Harry? Where is he now?” It was unusual for Harry not to greet him when he arrived.

      

      “He said he wasn’t feeling well,” Edward explained.

      

      “He wasn’t at breakfast this morning, either.” Mary said. “Is he still feeling ill?”

      

      “No,” Edward replied. “I think he feels better. He was at the stables this morning, which is why he wasn’t at breakfast.”

      

      Allan thought that was unusual, too. It’s not like Harry to miss meals.

      

      “Odd,” Allan said. “I was wondering where he was now. Usually he is here to meet me when I arrive.”

      

      “True,” said Edward. “He said to tell you that he would meet up with you this afternoon. We are a bit understaffed at the stables, so he has been spending more time there lately.”

      

      “I see,” Allan said. “Well, I look forward to catching up with him.”

      

      “In fact, I would like to go check in on the horses and staff, myself,” Edward said. “I hope you can excuse me. I am sure you want to rest a bit after your journey.”

      

      “I do,” Allan said. “So thank you. I will see you tonight, of course.”

      

      “You certainly will,” Edward said. “I am looking forward to the ball, myself.”

      

      “I am going to go get settled in,” Allan said. “Thank you both for the lovely welcome.” He smiled at Edward and Mary, and then turned to walk up the stairs to the entry door. A footman opened the door for him, and Allan stepped into the home, ready to take the steps necessary to woo Esther.
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        * * *

      

      Since Esther and Ruth had discovered the outdoor tea area at Edward and Mary’s estate, they spent a lot of time there when they visited. It was a lovely summer’s day, and they had arrived the evening before, so they had some time to relax before the ball.

      

      “I am greatly looking forward to the ball,” Ruth said, as she stirred sugar into her tea. “I love the music and seeing the gowns. Did you decide on a gown for tonight or are you going to ask Rose her opinion?”

      

      Esther laughed. “Though I would like to say I have made a decision,” she said, “you know that I will rely on Rose to make the final choice.”

      

      Ruth laughed too. “That’s what I thought,” she said to her older sister. “If you have something in blue or green, I think that would look wonderful. With your amber eyes, both colors would look fantastic on you, and…well, you certainly want to look your best tonight.”

      

      Esther couldn’t help but blush. It was true. She certainly wanted to look her best. After all, she would be seeing Allan, and she was hoping to dance with him. “I do want to look my best,” she agreed.

      

      “Are you nervous about seeing him?” Ruth asked with a smirk.

      

      “Yes,” Ester replied. “Honestly, I am,” she admitted. “But I am also excited to see him.”

      

      Ruth grinned. “I’m sure he’s excited to see you,” she said. “I remember when I was going through this. It’s a wonderful feeling to think about the one you have feelings for. You certainly have feelings for him, right?”

      

      Esther blushed again. “Yes,” he said. “I have developed feelings for him over the past few weeks. After I decided to let go of my concerns with his military background, I was able to realize that I did care for him.”

      

      “You should have listened to Mary and I.” Ruth teased. “Are you really accepting of his military history?”

      

      “I think so,” Esther responded. “I won’t say that it’s not on my mind, because it is, but I am not going to allow these thoughts to affect the chance that we might be a good match. That wouldn’t be fair to either of us.”

      

      “Again,” Ruth said as she nodded. “You should have listened to me and Mary.”

      

      Esther laughed. “I know, and I admit it.” She took a sip of her tea. “I wonder if he feels the same as I do?”

      

      “I imagine he does,” Ruth said. “Did Mary tell you that he is the reason they are having a ball in the first place?”

      

      “What?” Esther replied. “No, she didn’t.”

      

      Ruth smiled and took a sip of tea. “Yes, she said that Allan wrote a letter to Edward and requested a ball. Why would he do that unless he had a good reason for it?”

      

      Esther grinned. “That’s a very good point, Ruth. I will be sure to ask him about that tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      “My Lord?” Allan turned to see who was speaking to him. It was a footman that he didn’t recognize.

      

      “Yes?” he asked.

      

      “Lord Harry has asked for you to join him in the drawing room if you are available,” the footman said.

      

      “Oh, of course,” Allan replied. “Please tell him I will be there shortly.”

      

      Allan was sitting in the library engrossed in a book. He was trying to get his mind off of his nerves, and he knew that reading would help. However, spending time with Harry would also help, he assumed, and he wanted to see how he was doing, anyway.

      

      He quickly finished his paragraph, and then Allan closed the book and placed it on the table next to the oversized chair he was sitting in. He hoped to be able to finish the story at some point, but he knew that the events of the weekend would make him quite busy.

      

      Allan stood and straightened his clothing, and then smiled and nodded at the footman who was waiting at the door to open it for him. He continued through the doorway, into the hallway, and then walked the short journey to the drawing room.

      

      The waiting footman entered and said, “Lord Wiltshire is here to see you, My Lord.” Allan heard Harry reply, and then the footman opened the door for him.

      

      Allan walked in, and he saw Harry sitting on the sofa. He was drinking some port and looked relaxed and calm. He stood when he saw Allan, and said “Welcome, Cousin. I’m sorry I wasn’t there to greet you when you arrived.”

      

      “It’s perfectly all right,” Allan said with a smile. “I’m happy to see you now.”

      

      Harry say back down and motioned for Allan to do the same. Allan took a few steps across the floor and sat on the sofa opposite Harry. A footman approached and said, “Port, My Lord?”

      

      “Yes, please,” Allan said. “Thank you.”

      

      He then looked at Harry and said, “How have you been? I heard you were ill last night.”

      

      Harry nodded. “I didn’t feel well, that’s true. I feel much better, today, though. It must have been something I ate.”

      

      The footman brought a glass of port to Allan, and he took a sip. “That happens,” he told Harry. “I’m glad that you are feeling well again.”

      

      Harry smiled, and said “Well, I couldn’t very well miss the ball, could I?”

      

      Allan shook his head. “No,” he said. “Of course not.”

      

      Harry finished his port, and then held the glass out for the footman to refill it. “So, tell me,” he said as he took another sip. “How have you been, Allan?”

      

      “Very well,” Allan replied. “I feel good, business is going well, and I don’t have anything to complain about.” He chuckled.

      

      Harry laughed, and said, “Please update me on your relationship with Miss Crampton. I have been curious about it.”

      

      Allan took a sip of port, and then took a breath. “I did see her, again,” he explained. “I took your advice and asked her to go for a walk.”

      

      “Splendid!” Harry said, though he looked puzzled. “Though you don’t seem happy about it. I would expect you to be beaming over this.”

      

      Allan shook his head slightly. “It didn’t quite work out as planned.”

      

      “No!” Harry said loudly. “Was she not interested? I can’t believe it!”

      

      “She was.” Allan admitted, “But after spending time with her, I learned that I was the one who wasn’t interested.”

      

      “What? Why?” Harry responded. Allan could tell that he was very confused. “You couldn’t stop thinking about her only a few weeks ago.”

      

      “I know,” Allan said. “But she is certainly not a conversationalist, and I kept getting the feeling that she was only interested in me because it would help her social status.”

      

      Harry was silent for a moment, and Allan could tell that he was thinking about something.

      

      Finally, Harry spoke, “How did the meeting end?”

      

      “I walked her back to her home,” Allan said. “And then she said she had enjoyed the walk and wanted to see each other again soon.”

      

      “How did you reply?” Harry asked.

      

      “I didn’t,” Allan admitted. “I simply said that I had to go take care of my business.”

      

      Harry sighed. “So, you are done with her?”

      

      “Yes,” Allan said. “She will always have a place in my life as the person who nursed me back to health, but that is as far as it will ever go.”

      

      “I see,” said Harry, taking another sip of his port. “Perhaps you will meet an eligible lady tonight at the ball.”

      

      “I certainly hope to,” Allan said. “Though, I must admit something to you.”

      

      “What’s that?” Harry asked.

      

      “I will ask Esther to dance with me tonight,” Allan replied.

      

      Harry got a strange look on his face, and then looked directly at Allan. He swallowed and said in a quiet voice, “I wish you luck.” He then finished his glass of port, set the glass down, and said, “I must go back to the stables before preparing for the ball. I hope you understand.”

      

      Allan just nodded. “Of course,” he said, as he watched Harry stand and quickly walk out of the drawing room.

      

      With Harry gone, Allan sighed. He knew that Harry wasn’t expecting that, but he wanted to make sure he knew before he saw them dancing at the ball. He never wanted to hurt his cousin, but he also wanted to make sure that he gave himself the chance to court Esther, and this could be his only chance.

      

      Since he still had a bit of time before he needed to get dressed for the ball, and he still wanted to keep his mind off of seeing Esther, Allan stood and walked out of the drawing room. He looked down the hallway to both the left and right, and he could see the staff moving around busily. Planning a ball took every member of the staff to ensure a successful event, and in a household the size of this one, Allan couldn’t even imagine how many people were hard at work.

      

      As he walked down the hallway towards the entry hall, he could see the house maids filling the home’s candleholders with beeswax candles. As he glanced out of the open door to the outside, he could see footmen setting up lanterns out there, too, as once the sun set, lighting would be necessary for the guests.

      

      Allan turned and walked back down the hallway in the direction he came, and he passed the drawing room once again. Opposite the drawing room, the doors to the dining room were closed, and he could only imagine that there were more members of staff in there preparing for supper.

      

      Two maids passed him with their arms filled with flowers, and they were followed by two footmen, who were carrying mirrors. All four of them were heading in the direction of the ballroom, and Allan followed suit.

      

      When he arrived at the ballroom, he glanced inside and saw an artist drawing on the dance floor with chalk, ensuring that it looked perfect when the guests arrived. He didn’t see any musicians yet, but it was still a bit early.

      

      “Oh, Allan. I almost didn’t see you there.”

      

      Allan turned, and saw Mary standing before him. “Hello, Mary. The ballroom is starting to look amazing.”

      

      “Yes, it really is,” Mary agreed. “I just came to see the progress and it seems like it is going very well.”

      

      “Indeed,” said Allan. “I love watching the preparation for events like this. I have been fascinated by it since I was a child.”

      

      “It is an interesting sight, I agree.” Mary said. “I have to admit that I am quite nervous, though. It’s my first ball!”

      

      Allan chuckled. “I’m sure that everything will be perfect.”

      

      “Pardon, Your Grace,” a housemaid approached. “We may require more flowers.”

      

      “Thank you, Harriet,” Mary replied. “I will check on that.”

      

      Mary then turned to Allan. “Duty calls, I suppose.” She smiled. “I hope this doesn’t take too long. I will need to get dressed soon. I am also supposed to stop in and see my sisters before it’s time to greet the guests.”

      

      Allan smiled back. “I am positive that you and your sisters will all look your absolute best.”

      

      Mary beamed. “Edward said that you could be charming, and I see that he’s right,” she said. “Speaking of my sisters, I hope they enjoy this ball as much as I am sure I will.”

      

      “I daresay they will both get to dance,” Allan said.

      

      “I hope so,” Mary said with a grin. “Especially Esther. Ruth is already spoken for.”

      

      Allan smiled widely. “I’m sure Esther will participate in the dancing.”

      

      “I’m sure, too,” said Mary, still smiling. “I will see you later, Allan.”

      

      Allan continued smiling as he watched Mary walk away, and he understood that Mary was confirming what he thought…Esther wanted to dance with him as much as he wanted to dance with her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      Esther saw herself in the mirror, and even she was impressed with the work that Rose had done. Though she was never one to have an ego, she truly thought that she looked beautiful.

      

      The candles in the room were dim, but the light from the full moon was shining through the window, illuminating her pale green gown.

      

      “My Lady,” Rose said. “You look absolutely stunning.”

      

      Esther just nodded. She was apprehensive about what would happen this evening, and her nerves were getting to her. She took a deep breath and turned to Rose. “Thank you. I feel amazing.”

      

      Rose smiled widely, and she touched Esther’s arm. “You are ready.”

      

      Esther smiled back and nodded again. “I am.”

      

      “Shall I check to see if Lady Ruth is ready?” Rose asked.

      

      “Please,” Esther said.

      

      She watched as Rose left the room, and then Esther heard a knock coming from the hallway. She heard the voice of Ruth’s lady’s maid, and then Rose walked back in.

      

      “She will be in momentarily, Madam.” Rose said.

      

      Esther knew that sometimes it took Ruth longer to primp, as she was quite particular about her hair. “Thank you, Rose,” Esther replied.

      

      Esther took another deep breath. Though she felt confident about her looks tonight, she was certainly a bit nervous about seeing Allan. She was, however, prepared to speak with him and dance with him. She also hoped that Harry wouldn’t cause any issues. She still had only seen him from afar since she had arrived, but she was sure to see him tonight.

      

      She heard the door open across the hallway, and when she turned towards the door to her bedroom, she saw Ruth’s head come around the doorway. At first, Ruth looked normal, but then shock spread across her face.

      

      “Esther!” Ruth exclaimed as she stepped into the room. “You look beautiful! I almost didn’t recognize you!”

      

      Esther blushed, and then smiled. “Thank you, Ruth,” she replied. “You look stunning, too.”

      

      “Oh no,” Ruth said, shaking her head. “You look much better! Allan won’t know what to do with himself!”

      

      “Ruth!” Esther said, shocked. Her youngest sister had a way of walking the line of what was proper to say and not.

      

      Ruth just laughed. “Are you ready?” she asked. “The sooner we get you down to the ball, the sooner you can see Allan!”

      

      “Yes,” Esther said. Her voice trembled. Things were getting very real, and the nervousness now spread through her body. Even her hands were shaking a bit.

      

      Ruth smiled, and linked her arm through Esther’s. “Let’s go to a ball, Sister.”
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        * * *

      

      Allan was already drinking Scotch and politely greeting the other guests as they arrived. He looked dapper and felt confident. Harley had done a great job dressing him this evening, and he was already noticing that several ladies had smiled at him from across the ballroom.

      

      Though the ball had not officially been started by Mary, the atmosphere was quite magical. The glow of the candles lit the room well, and the smell of flowers filled the air. The artist’s creation on the dance floor was perfect, but by the end of the night, Allan knew that it would be unrecognizable.

      

      He took another sip of Scotch and again, looked around the room. He had not seen either of his cousins this evening. He knew that Edward would come in with Mary when she opened the ball, but it was unusual that Harry was not here. Allan knew that he was probably upset with him after their previous conversation.

      

      More guests were arriving every couple of minutes, and Allan saw Lord and Lady Booth walk in, whom he had met at Edward’s dinner party. Lord Booth nodded at him from across the ballroom and Allan nodded back. He wondered if the Booth’s had recommended the artist who had created the dance floor.

      

      Allan felt a bit awkward without his cousins, not knowing anyone very well. He stood and watched the musicians prepare for the evening. They were situated in a small nook, out of the way of the guests. The staff had already begun to walk through the room with trays of punch and ices. He finished the last sip of his Scotch and took an icy glass of punch from a passing footman. He took a sip and found the sweet, strong punch quite refreshing.

      

      As he turned towards the entry, he finally saw Harry walk in. He looked quite jolly, and it didn’t surprise Allan at all to see a glass of punch firmly in his hand. Harry looked happy, talkative, and he was already making the rounds to greet the guests. Allan noticed that he stopped to talk to a group of ladies, and from their reaction, it seemed as if Harry was charming them.

      

      Allan smiled, happy to see his cousin enjoying the occasion. Harry looked up and his eyes met Allan’s from across the room. At first, his face was blank, and for a moment, Allan thought that perhaps Harry was still angry with him. However, Harry then smiled at him and raised his glass of punch.

      

      Relief spread throughout Allan’s body, and he returned the smile and the toast. He then saw Harry’s expression change again, into a look of shock, and it seemed he was staring at something behind Allan.

      

      Allan turned, and his mouth opened in amazement. Ruth and Esther had just walked through the door behind him, and he had never seen such beauty in his life. He was stunned.

      

      His mouth immediately went dry, and his heart felt as if it were beating out of his chest. He forgot about everything else in the room except Esther. He couldn’t hear the sounds, and he didn’t see the people. All Allan saw was Esther.

      

      The two ladies took a step inside of the dance room, and Allan saw them both looking around. Esther saw him, and immediately smiled. Her smile lit up the room, and he felt a sense of shock through his body. She couldn’t have looked more perfect, and Allan almost began to panic as she began to walk towards him.

      

      “Good evening, Allan,” she said softly. He focused on her lips and felt a strong need to kiss her.

      

      “You look exquisite,” he uttered, surprised that he could even speak. “Your gown…the color…it’s beautiful.”

      

      Esther smiled and he could see her cheeks redden. “Thank you, Allan. You look very handsome.”

      

      He took a deep breath. Every time she said his name, he grew more attached to her, it seemed. He gathered his courage, quickly, and said, “I hope you will save a dance for me.”

      

      She smiled widely. “I most certainly will. I can’t wait.”

      

      Esther turned to walk away, and he could see her laugh to herself as she moved. He shook his head and still couldn’t believe how beautiful she looked tonight. He thought that she was beautiful every day, of course, but tonight, there was certainly something special about her.

      

      In addition to her beauty, Allan couldn’t help but notice her round, perfect hips and wondered what her legs and thighs would look like when not covered by a gown. He found a wide, rounded womanly figure extremely alluring, and as he thought about it, he felt a jolt shoot directly to his manhood.

      

      Allan lost sight of Esther and was able to get another sip of punch down, if for nothing else but to calm his nerves, and he heard the musicians began to play. He had missed Mary and Edward walk in, and she was opening the ball with a minuet. He immediately wanted to locate Esther, but he knew that he would have other dances, and he didn’t want to seem too eager. So, he stepped over to where Lord and Lady Booth were standing and said, “How are you this lovely evening?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Esther’s hands were trembling, but she was so happy about Allan’s willingness to dance with her. The first dance had already begun, and she was hoping that Allan would come to her and ask her to dance the second dance.

      

      “What happened? You must tell me!” Ruth had found her and obviously was very interested in finding out about the conversation she just had with Allan. Though her fiancé, David, had been invited, he was unable to make it due to a family obligation. So, Esther was fairly confident that Ruth was very interested in hearing about her conversation with Allan, as to live vicariously through her.

      

      “He looks very handsome, of course,” Esther said. “And he said that he was hoping that we could dance tonight.”

      

      Ruth smiled widely and took Esther’s hands in her own. “I am so happy for you!”

      

      “Thank you, so much,” Esther said. “I cannot believe that this is happening.”

      

      “Here,” said Ruth, as she took two iced punch glasses from a passing footman. She handed one to Esther. “A toast to your good fortune.”

      

      The sisters toasted one another, and Esther took a long, cool sip of punch. She was hoping that it would help her nerves. Suddenly, though, she looked across the room and saw Harry walking towards them. Her heart sank.

      

      “Good evening,” Harry said as he stepped close to her.

      

      Esther nodded and said, “Good evening to you.” Ruth smirked behind him.

      

      “I was hoping that you would give me the honor of a dance tonight,” Harry said. Esther knew that she couldn’t refuse him, as she also intended to dance with Allan. “Of course,” she replied quietly.

      

      As the first dance came to a close, Harry said, “Perhaps we should dance this second dance together. It’s about to begin.” He held out his arm to her, which she took, reluctantly.

      

      As the second song began, he led her out onto the dance floor, and they began to dance.
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        * * *

      

      Allan saw Harry and Esther move towards the dance floor, and immediately he sat his almost empty glass of punch down on an empty tray and began to walk towards Ruth. He didn’t want to give Esther the impression that he was interested in any other lady here, but he also had to dance. So, asking her sister seemed like a good option for him.

      

      “Would you care to dance, Ruth?” He asked with a smile.

      

      “I would love to, Allan,” she replied.

      

      Allan took her arm and led her to the dance floor. The chalk design was already smeared from the first dance, but it would help them to stay on their feet and not slip on the smooth floor.

      

      The music began, and the two of them began their dance, Allan keeping an eye on Harry and Esther across the room.

      

      “She doesn’t look entranced by him, does she?” Ruth said with a laugh. Allan couldn’t help but to chuckle. “No, she doesn’t,” he replied.

      

      He and Ruth continued to dance and make small talk, but his main concern was watching Esther. His intention was to dance with her during the next set. Getting closer to her was his only desire right now.

      

      Allan and Ruth finished the dance, and he thanked her for the lovely time. He couldn’t quite see Esther in the crowd, though, and he hoped that another gentleman hadn’t already asked her to dance.

      

      “She’s over there,” Ruth said, smiling and pointing towards the left. Allan began walking in that direction, and suddenly caught sight of Esther, who was still talking to Harry. This was certainly not a situation that he wanted to be in, but if he wanted to dance with her, facing Harry and asking her in front of him was his only choice.

      

      He approached and said, “I’m sorry to interrupt.” He did not look at Harry, only at Esther. “May I have this dance?”

      

      She smiled and nodded, and he took her arm. He didn’t see Harry’s reaction, and he was glad for it. The music had begun, and he couldn’t believe that he was not only near Esther, but actually touching her. With the dance, she only became more beautiful to him, and he felt as if he were walking on air.

      

      With every turn of the dance, and every movement of their bodies, he was able to see her from every angle. It was like no one else was in the room with them, though he could see blurs of color out of the corner of his eyes. Her smile was gorgeous, and he simply couldn’t stop looking at her.

      

      Though they were not fully bringing their bodies together, Allan could feel the heat between them, and the attraction he was feeling for her was causing a pain in his nether regions. It was getting more painful with every turn, and he wanted her badly.

      

      The dance ended faster than he ever thought possible, though it was surely at least ten minutes in length. He led her to the edge of the dance floor, and said “I enjoyed that very much, Esther.”

      

      She was a bit out of breath, but replied, “So did I.” She smiled widely at him, and he could see her take a deep breath. When she did, her breasts rose, and he immediately was thankful for the strong buttons that were holding his aching member against his body. He was hoping that his attraction to her was not obvious.

      

      “I think I need some more punch,” he said, unsure of what to say to her. He certainly wanted to dance with her again, and he didn’t care what anyone else would think about that, but he didn’t want to come on too strong. He had every intention of moving this relationship to the next level, but he wanted to be sure that she felt the same.

      

      He turned towards the footman who was passing out punch and took a glass. He turned to ask Esther if she wanted one, but she was talking to Edward, who had seemingly just asked her to dance. She looked over her shoulder at Allan and smiled widely. That smile told him that she would accept a second dance.
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        * * *

      

      “Dinner was fantastic, Mary,” Esther said. The ball had broken for supper, but it was about to begin again. Between conversations and dancing, this was the first that she had been able to have time with her sister, the hostess.

      

      “I’m so happy you enjoyed it,” Mary replied. “Are you having a good time?”

      

      “Oh, I am having a wonderful time.” Esther replied. “I am so happy you had this ball.”

      

      “Me, too,” Mary said with a smile. “You looked enchanted when you were dancing with Allan,” she said quietly. “If he asks, will you dance with him a second time?”

      

      Esther smirked and nodded, and Mary started laughing. “I knew the two of you would come together eventually.” Mary leaned into Esther and whispered, “Harry will not be happy if he sees the two of you on the dance floor a second time. He will know that Allan intends to court you.”

      

      Esther couldn’t hide her smile. She wanted this, and she wasn’t going to let Harry stop her. “As soon as he asks, I will accept,” she said.

      

      “Well, you will hopefully have your opportunity soon, as the ball is about to begin again,” Mary replied.

      

      Almost as if on cue, the musicians began to play. The sisters looked at each other, and both started quickly walking back into the ballroom. Esther looked around for Allan, and as she turned to the right, she saw him approaching with a smile. However, coming quickly right behind him was Harry, who was also looking at her. If Harry got to her before Allan, she would have to decline, which meant she would not get another dance with Allan.

      

      She knew that Mary had seen both men approaching, based on the quick gasp she heard coming from her sister. For a moment, Harry had moved in front of Allan, and Esther saw Allan’s look of surprise and knew that he realized what was going to happen if Harry got to her first.

      

      Esther wasn’t quite sure what Allan did, but suddenly, he was standing directly in front of her with a grin. “Esther,” he said, sounding out of breath, “Please, may I have a second dance with you?”

      

      She smiled widely and nodded. Mary squeezed her arm, and when she looked at her younger sister, she, too was grinning. Allan held out his arm for her to take, and she grabbed it tightly. This would be the moment she knew that she would remember for the rest of her life.
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        * * *

      

      Esther couldn’t believe that the night had gone by so quickly, but it was extremely late. In fact, she wouldn’t be surprised if she saw the sun rising very soon. Most of the guests had left, and only a couple of people were still gathered in the ballroom and hallway. She was exhausted, but she didn’t care.

      

      She knew that people had noticed that she and Allan had danced twice during the ball, and she couldn’t have been happier. After the second dance, she hadn’t had a chance to speak with him, and she knew that it was time to head to bed, so she wasn’t sure that she would see him tonight.

      

      During that second dance, Esther had really noticed how close Allan had brought his body to hers, and she felt an aching between her legs for him. She knew these thoughts were not appropriate, but it felt so good.

      

      Esther was jolted out of her salacious thoughts as Ruth came towards her and said, “The men have settled into playing cards, so I think I am going to retire. I am utterly exhausted.”

      

      Esther nodded. “I am, too, Ruth,” she said. “But I am so happy.” She couldn’t suppress her smile.

      

      Ruth grinned, and said, “You have had an amazing night.” She paused and Esther could see Ruth looking behind her. “I think it might get a bit more wonderful. Good night, sister.” Ruth smiled, and then walked away.

      

      Esther was confused, and then from behind her she heard Allan’s voice. “Esther?”

      

      She turned and met his eyes. He looked so handsome, and her head was swimming with thoughts about him that she probably shouldn’t be having. Once again, she felt a jolt of arousal throughout her body.

      

      He looked at her and then said, “I can’t imagine a better evening, and I’m so happy that I was able to spend it with you.”

      

      She swallowed hard, and said, “I had a wonderful time, and I am so happy to have spent it with you.”

      

      His green eyes seemed as if they were gazing into her soul, and Esther was loving every minute of it. She noticed that he looked up, looked around, and then said, “It seems as if most everyone has left.”

      

      She, too, looked around. The only people Esther saw were a group of maids beginning to clean up at the end of the hallway. “Yes, it’s quite empty here.”

      

      Allan looked up again, and then held her arm in his hand. “Follow me.”

      

      He led her down the hallways a bit, and then turned right into a darkened alcove. He led her as far in as he could, and they were standing almost in complete darkness. She could only see the outline of his body, though she could tell that he was moving closer to her.

      

      Allan took his hands and placed them on the sides of her face. “You are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen, Esther,” he said. “And from the moment I saw you, I have wanted this.”

      

      He held her head firmly, yet gently, and leaned in towards her. Their lips met, and she felt the heat from his body moving into hers. She felt his tongue slip into her mouth, and he kissed her with a hunger that she never thought possible. He moved his body close to her and pushed hers against the wall. She could feel his growing excitement through her gown, and she felt the ache between her legs become more pronounced than ever before. It felt as if she would never get relief, and all she wanted was to rub her hips against him.

      

      As if reading her scandalous thoughts, Allan pulled away and said quietly, “I can’t do this. I am afraid I won’t be able to control myself if I keep kissing you. Please, meet me tomorrow in the rose garden at noon.”

      

      Esther nodded, and he leaned in and gently kissed her on the lips again. He whispered, “Stay against the wall for one moment.” She watched as he took a step forward out into the hallway and looked up and down in both directions. He motioned for her to come forward, and then he stood back. “Go to bed, my dear,” he said. “It’s clear, and no one will see you.”

      

      She looked at him one last time and was sure that she could see his trousers bulging. Her loins were still quivering and aching for him, but she walked out into the hallway. Esther rushed towards the stairway quickly to head to her bedroom, and she suddenly came to the realization that she was falling in love with Allan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      Allan kept glancing at the clock hanging on the wall in the library. Though he got very little sleep last night, he wasn’t tired. In fact, he felt wide awake and alive. He knew he would see Esther soon, and was excited.

      

      He thought that he would come back to the library to continue the book he had started, and that it would help him to pass the time. He was wrong, though. He couldn’t concentrate. So, he was taking turns looking out the window and watching the clock.

      

      After their time at the ball…and the incident after the ball…Allan felt confident that he had made the right choice to pursue Esther over Bridget. Esther, after all, was better suited for him. Though he still had some reservations over how she might react to his body should their relationship continue to grow.

      

      “My Lord?”

      

      Allan turned at the sound of the voice. It was a footman who had just walked into the room.

      

      “Yes?” Allan asked.

      

      “Lord Harry has asked for you to join him in the drawing room,” the footman said. “He is waiting now.”

      

      “Very well,” Allan said. His stomach was immediately in knots, as he wasn’t sure how Harry was going to react to him dancing with Esther.

      

      He sighed, and then followed the footman out into the hallway, and then they turned a corner and continued to the drawing room. Another footman opened the door, announced that Allan had arrived, and he walked in.

      

      Harry had his back to Allan as he walked in, and it seemed he was blankly staring out of the window. Allan swallowed hard, and then said, “Good morning, Harry.”

      

      Allan watched as his cousin turned slowly, and he was surprised to see a smile on Harry’s face. “Good morning,” he replied to Allan. “Please,” he continued. “Have a seat.” Harry motioned to the pair of sofas that they typically used when in this room.

      

      Harry sat, and then Allan followed suit. His hands were sweaty, and he wiped them on his trousers. He again glanced at the clock and noted that he had thirty minutes before he was supposed to meet with Esther.

      

      “Did you enjoy the ball?” Harry asked.

      

      Allan nodded. “Very much so,” he replied.

      

      Harry nodded, too. “So it seemed.”

      

      “Did you?” Allan asked Harry.

      

      “I did,” Harry replied. “But I have to ask you. What are your intentions with Esther?”

      

      Allan cleared his throat. “I assure you that I only have the best of intentions.”

      

      Harry nodded. “I suppose if she doesn’t want to be with me, being with you is the next best thing.”

      

      Allan wasn’t sure how to take that comment, so he simply continued. “I intend to court her, and I intend to make that official, today,” he said. “I will meet with her shortly, as we planned last night, and I will make sure that I do this in the correct way.”

      

      Harry nodded again, but he did not smile nor show any other type of expression that Allan could read. “I have to say that I suspected this would happen. I have seen the way she looks at you, and though I know you have tried to hide it, you look at her in the same way.”

      

      “I do care for her, Harry,” Allan said. “And I will always treat her with respect.”

      

      “I understand,” Harry replied. “I wish you the two of you a lot of luck and many happy years together.” His tone was flat and unfeeling.

      

      “I never did this intentionally to hurt you, Harry.” Allan said.

      

      “I never said you did,” Harry snapped back. “I simply called you here to enquire about your intentions. Now I know, and now I must get back to work.”

      

      Harry stood and walked out. Allan knew that he was upset, and he felt bad that he had hurt his cousin. However, he couldn’t deny the feelings he had for Esther, and he didn’t want that to stop.

      

      Allan glanced at the clock again and noted that he had about fifteen minutes before he was scheduled to meet Esther. He may as well go now and wait at the rose garden for her. It was, after all, better to be early than late.
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        * * *

      

      “I am so happy for you, Esther,” Ruth said with a smile. The two sisters were sitting in Esther’s room and Rose was helping her get ready to meet Allan at the rose garden. “You must tell me every detail when you return.”

      

      “I will, I will,” Esther said. She had told Ruth most of the details of what happened with Allan last night, though she certainly left out their passionate kiss. She didn’t want her sister to know that, nor did she want anyone else to overhear.

      

      “You look lovely, My Lady,” Rose said, as she put the last touches on Esther’s hair.

      

      “I agree,” said Ruth. “Allan will certainly be impressed.”

      

      Esther smiled, and took a deep breath. “Will you walk with me, Ruth? I don’t want you to stay, of course, but it would be nice to walk to the rose garden with someone.”

      

      Ruth nodded. “Of course,” she said. “I would have walked with you even if you hadn’t asked.”

      

      Esther turned to Rose and said, “Please come, too, Rose,” and then walked out into the hallway.

      

      Ruth and Esther, with Rose following, walked out into the summer day.

      

      The air was warm, and there was a slight breeze. Esther felt butterflies in her stomach, and she could see that Allan was already there.

      

      Ruth stopped, turned to Esther and said, “I am going to leave you here, but please make sure to give me every detail!” She smiled, and then leaned in and kissed Esther on the cheek. “Good luck!”

      

      Esther saw Allan notice her as he stood and smiled. She couldn’t help but smile back. He looked just as handsome as he did last night, and the closer she got, the better he looked.

      

      “Esther,” he said as she approached. “I’m so happy to see you.” He gently touched her arm and motioned for her to sit on the bench he had been using. “Please have a seat. I hope this is acceptable. I thought it would be more private than meeting in the house.”

      

      Esther sat down, and Allan sat across from her. “I had such a wonderful time last night, Esther,” he said.

      

      “Oh, I did too, Allan,” she exclaimed. “Thank you so much for the dances.” And for the kiss. As she spoke, she could immediately feel herself becoming aroused.

      

      Allan smiled, and said “I brought you here to talk to you about something, and this meeting must be brief.”

      

      “What is it?” Esther asked.

      

      “I want to make sure that we both have the same feelings about this. I am very interested in you, and I wish to court you,” Allan said.

      

      Esther was so happy, and said, “Oh, I would like that very much.”

      

      Allan smiled widely. “Perfect,” he said. “I’m sorry that I can’t spend more time with you during this trip, but I have spoken to Edward this morning. He and Mary will host a dinner party in two weeks time, and my intentions are to be here for that. I hope that you will be, too.”

      

      Esther nodded and smiled. “I haven’t seen Mary yet this morning, but I certainly wouldn’t miss any opportunity to spend time with you.”

      

      “You have made me a very happy man,” Allan said. “I’m so sorry I won’t be able to stay longer, now, but I am looking forward to seeing you in two weeks.”

      

      “As am I,” Esther replied.

      

      Allan stood. He looked her directly in the eyes, and said, “Until next time. I will count the days until I see you again.” She stared deeply into his green eyes and her heart felt as if it were about to burst. She nodded, and then he turned and began to walk down the path towards the house.

      

      Esther sat and took a moment to let what happened sink in. She and Allan were officially courting, and she couldn’t be happier. She then turned towards Rose, who smiled widely, and said “Let’s go tell my sisters.”
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        * * *

      

      It had been a week since the ball, and Allan was struggling to focus on his work. All he could think about was being with Esther again.

      

      He was sitting at his desk looking through paperwork, but his thoughts were far from his office. Instead, he kept thinking about the ball, the interaction he and Esther had following the ball, and even the brief meeting they had in the rose garden. He was more sure than ever before that he had made the right choice.

      

      “My Lord?”

      

      Allan looked up and Clark was standing in the doorway.

      

      “You have an unexpected visitor. A Miss Bridget Crampton has arrived along with her chaperone, Mrs. Dunn.”

      

      “What?” Allan couldn’t believe that he was hearing this. “Did you say Miss Bridget Crampton?”

      

      “Yes, My Lord,” Clark replied. “She and Mrs. Dunn are in the sitting room.”

      

      “Fine,” Allan replied. “Please tell them I will see them shortly.”

      

      “Yes, My Lord,” Clark said before leaving the room.

      

      Allan couldn’t possibly imagine why Bridget would come to his home. He had never formally invited her, nor had he contacted her since they had met and taken their walk together. Could that be the reason? Was something wrong with her father? He wasn’t sure, but he would see her and make sure that she knew that he was courting Esther. That would, for all intents and purposes, show her that he wasn’t interested in her in a romantic way.

      

      He made his way to the sitting room, and Clark was waiting in the hallway outside of the door. The men nodded at each other, and Allan walked in. He saw Mrs. Dunn, first, and then saw Bridget sitting in a chair near the center of the room. She stood when she saw him.

      

      “Allan!” she said with excitement in her voice. “It’s so wonderful to see you!”

      

      He was confused. She seemed happy, so her visit couldn’t be related to bad news.

      

      “It is nice to see you, too,” Allan said, though with much less excitement. “I’m surprised, though.”

      

      Bridget nodded. “I know, and I’m very sorry for not letting you know that I was coming.” He noticed that her demeanor had changed. “The truth is, I need to talk to you about something. It’s something important.”

      

      “Fine,” Allan replied. “Please, have a seat. Would you care for something to drink?”

      

      “No, thank you,” Bridget replied as she sat back down. “I won’t be long.”

      

      Allan nodded. “Please, what would you like to say?”

      

      Bridget took a deep breath, and Allan noticed that she suddenly seemed nervous or frightened.

      

      “I haven’t been totally truthful to you,” Bridget said. She looked down to the floor. “I don’t know how to tell you this, so I think I will come right out and say it…”

      

      “What is it, Bridget?” Allan said.

      

      “We…have a child together,” Bridget said quickly.

      

      Allan quickly shot out of his chair. “What? What do you mean? A child? How can this be? We never…”

      

      Bridget shook her head. “We did, Allan.”

      

      “No,” Allan said. “This can’t be.”

      

      “You may not remember this, but when you were recovering…we had physical relations,” she said quietly and stood. “Those relations resulted in a child.”

      

      Allan was reeling. The room was literally spinning, and he felt as if he couldn’t breathe. He brought his hand up to his head and tried to get a grasp on what Bridget was saying. A child?

      

      He looked at her, and then said, “Bridget, I don’t remember, it’s true.”

      

      She nodded. “I didn’t think you did,” she said. “When you didn’t say anything about our former relationship when we saw each other last, I knew I had to tell you.”

      

      Allan couldn’t speak for a moment and they stood in silence. ‘I don’t remember, Bridget, like I said. But I will admit that I have had feelings that something may have happened between us, but I could never confirm it. That time in my life was so confusing, and I can’t remember much of it. Perhaps I hurt my head more than I thought. But, if you say it’s true, it must be true.”

      

      Bridget nodded. “It is true, Allan. Your daughter has your green eyes and my dark blonde hair. She is beautiful.”

      

      “My…daughter.” Allan uttered.

      

      He looked up at Bridget and said, “I would like to meet the child.”

      

      Bridget nodded. “You shall. I could bring her here, or you can come to our home.”

      

      “I need some time to think,” Allan said. “I will be in touch with you. I’ll have Clark see you out.”

      

      Bridget looked a little surprised that Allan had dismissed her so quickly, but he felt as if his entire world was crashing down around him. He walked through the sitting room, and when he passed Clark, he simply said, “Please show them out.”

      

      Allan was in a fog, and he just kept walking. He didn’t even know where he was walking to, he just walked through the hallway. A child?

      

      He didn’t know how long he walked. It could have been a minute, or an hour, but he found himself back in his office. He stared at his desk and the empty piece of paper that sat in the middle of it. He knew that he had to let his family know, before they heard it elsewhere, so he had to write a letter to Edward. He would trust that Edward would let Mary know, and that Esther would find out.

      

      Allan began writing and knew that his world was falling apart and that his dreams of being with Esther would never come to fruition.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

        

      

    

    
      “It just doesn’t make sense,” Esther said with tears rolling down her cheeks. “I don’t understand.”

      

      She was sitting at Mary’s house in the drawing room. Ruth was sitting to her left with her arm around Esther’s shoulders, and Mary was sitting on the sofa opposite them. Mary had just broken the news that Allan was a father and had a bastard child.

      

      Esther could see that Mary and Ruth were looking at each other. “We don’t understand, either,” Mary said. “Edward has gone to be with Allan, and once he speaks to him, we will know more about the situation. We thought that it was important for you to know, though, which is why I summoned you here.”

      

      Esther nodded. She knew she could count on her sisters for support, but she was truly devastated by this news. She could never be with a man with a bastard child, and she very much doubted that even if she wanted to be with Allan still, that her father would allow it. Not only did she feel sad, she was also angry. Just when she believed that she had found love, this happened.

      

      “Edward said this doesn’t make sense,” Mary continued. “But he will soon be with Allan, and I’m sure we will get word, shortly.”

      

      Esther nodded again. She just couldn’t speak. She knew that she would have to forget about Allan.
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        * * *

      

      “Allan, you have to explain to me what happened,” Edward said. The cousins were sitting in Allan’s drawing room, right in the same place where Bridget broke the news about his child.

      

      “I just don’t remember it, Edward,” Allan said. “Bridget claims that I am the father of her child, but how could that be?” Now that Allan has allowed the news to settle in and the shock to wear off a bit, he was definitely questioning Bridget’s story.

      

      “I agree,” Edward said. “There is just too much that doesn’t make sense about this story. That’s why I’m here, though…to help you figure it out. So, please, tell me what happened.”

      

      Allan nodded and took a sip of wine, and then began talking. “I was in my office and Clark came in to tell me that Bridget Crampton was here. Now, I have not spoken to her nor contacted her since the day of our walk. That was the day I decided that she was not the right person for me. Instead, I realized that I wanted to pursue Esther.”

      

      “Right,” Edward said with a nod. “Which, I believe we can agree, it was certainly the best decision.”

      

      “Correct,” Allan said. “So, you can imagine my surprise when Bridget just appeared.”

      

      “Of course,” Edward said. “Then what happened?”

      

      “She basically just came right out and said it…” Allan replied.

      

      “Said what? Tell me exactly,” Edward responded.

      

      “She said that we have a child together. She said that it happened when I was convalescing,” Allan said. “But of course I don’t remember.”

      

      “You don’t remember anything?” Edward asked.

      

      “No,” Allan said. “I don’t remember anything. There is a part of me that does have some type of thought that something happened, but I believe that it was just a dream or a fantasy. I don’t think it actually happened.”

      

      “I see,” said Edward. “But you are not certain.”

      

      Allan shook his head. “I am not certain, no.”

      

      “Allan,” Edward said. “I think we have to get to the bottom of this. Can you set up a meeting between you and Bridget? I will go with you to meet her. I would like to talk with her, as this not only affects you, but it also affects our entire family.”

      

      “I will set it up,” Allan said. “Perhaps I will ask her to come here again. You can be here, too. Then, we can find out more.”
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        * * *

      

      Esther was doing everything she could to forget about what was happening with Allan, so she was focusing on her work. She still was very worried about the whereabouts of Julia, but she did get a bit of information about the situation.

      

      A letter had arrived for her when she was at the ball, signed by an anonymous person, explaining that Esther could find out more about the fates of Julia and Sophia by speaking to a woman named Tabitha at an asylum for girls. Esther didn’t know who the letter had come from, but she was going to follow the lead that it gave her.

      

      “Are you almost ready to leave, My Lady?” Rose asked. She was accompanying Esther to the asylum.

      

      “Yes, Rose,” Esther replied. “I am ready as soon as the carriage pulls up.”

      

      Esther didn’t know how long it would take to get to the asylum, but she knew that it was further than the other orphanage she had been to. So, she wanted to leave early in the day.

      

      The only thing Esther knew from the anonymous letter was the name of the woman, Tabitha, and the name of the asylum. Everything else was quite mysterious, but she was certainly hoping that she would get the answers she was seeking.

      

      “The carriage is coming, My Lady,” Rose said. “I can see it from the window.”

      

      “Thank you, Rose,” Esther replied.

      

      Esther held her reticule close to her body and watched as the carriage pulled up in front of the door. A footman had opened the door and she had a clear view of the carriage.

      

      “Good morning, My Lady,” he said as he held the door open.

      

      “Good morning,” she said as she took his hand. He helped her step up into the carriage, and then he shut the door behind her. She scooted back into the seat, and then saw Rose take her place in the front of the carriage. The coachman followed suit, and before she knew it, they were in motion.

      

      Esther sighed and looked out the window. The sun was rising in the sky, and she could tell that the day would be warm. The shining rays reminded her of the day she and Allan met in the rose garden at Edward and Mary’s estate, and it made her sad.

      

      She was quite convinced that she had very strong feelings for Allan, and perhaps even felt love for him, but she couldn’t bear to be with a man who had a bastard child. However, because of her feelings for him, it was also difficult for her to walk away from him.

      

      Esther hadn’t heard anything from him since, but it would not be appropriate for him to send her a letter since they were not engaged. The only way she would even learn anything about what was happening with him was through Mary, and Esther didn’t know if Edward had returned from his visit with Allan.

      

      She could only wait until Mary sent her a letter, and since she hadn’t received one yet, she would have to keep wondering…or did she? Perhaps it was best if she simply forgot about Allan. These thoughts were constantly at war in Esther’s head.

      

      As she watched the world pass by through the window, she knew she would have to do her best to stop thinking about Allan. So, Esther pushed her mind to Julia and Sophia.

      

      Esther couldn’t imagine that they were in a happy place. She thought that Sophia, at least, would reach out to her. It’s not like Esther had tried to hide the fact that she was looking for the woman. So, she believed that at some point, Sophia would have tried to contact her. Since she hadn’t, Esther was worried.

      

      She also was worried about Julia. Though she tried not to consider what she might be going through, she couldn’t help but think that the young girl was in a terrible situation.

      

      The time passed slowly, and Esther could feel that at least an hour had passed, possibly more. She wished they would just get to the asylum, and as they continued on, Esther noticed that the buildings were becoming closer together and the condition of the structures were getting worse. She was far from the comforts of home.

      

      The sun seemed to fade as the carriage pulled into a dark, dank courtyard, and as Esther looked out of the window, she could see an imposing building covered in ivy. It did not look inviting. Instead, it looked a bit frightening, and she believed that this asylum was even in worse condition than the orphanage where she had met Mr. Smith.

      

      The carriage stopped, and then the door opened. She took the coachman’s hand and stepped out, and immediately was hit with a terrible odor. Rubbish littered the courtyard, and a bird lay dead only inches from Esther’s feet. This is not a good omen.

      

      “My Lady…are you sure you wish to go in?” Rose asked, as she stepped down from the carriage. “I’m sure we could turn around and go back home.”

      

      For a brief moment Esther considered turning around, and continued to observe the damp, dirty environment, but she didn’t want to leave in case Julia or Sophia were here.

      

      “No,” she said. “I need to investigate this, no matter what.”

      

      Rose nodded and stepped over a puddle that was filled with black, reeking water. Esther began to move towards the door, being careful not to step on any of the rotting refuse as she walked.

      

      The closer they got to the door, the worse the smell was. Esther pulled out a handkerchief from her reticle and held it to her nose. The putrid odor was still present, but it was less pronounced.

      

      She and Rose had to cross over another puddle filled with black water to get to the door, and it was causing Esther to feel nauseous.

      

      Esther knocked on the door and waited for an answer. None came. She then knocked again and was met with silence. She turned to Rose and said, “Odd that no one is here to open the door.”

      

      Rose nodded, and said, “Perhaps the asylum is closed?”

      

      Esther thought for a moment. The place was certainly eerily quiet, which was unusual for an asylum for girls. Typically, these buildings were bursting with energy. “It is very quiet,” Esther replied. “I am going to knock one more time.”

      

      Taking a step forward, Esther went to knock for a third time, but before she could make contact with the wooden door, it opened, and an elderly woman was standing before them.

      

      She just stared at Esther for a brief moment and didn’t speak. Esther wasn’t sure what to say, but finally said, “Tabitha?”

      

      The old woman nodded, but still didn’t speak. “You are Tabitha?” Esther asked again.

      

      “Yes,” the old woman whispered. “You are Lady Esther.”

      

      Esther nodded. “Yes,” she replied. “How did you know that?”

      

      “I know many things, My Lady,” Tabitha replied. “I can tell you where Julia is, and I have news of Miss Sophia.”

      

      Esther gasped. Tabitha really did know many things. “I’m confused, though,” Ester replied. “Where did you get this information?”

      

      Tabitha stepped out into the courtyard and looked around. She then turned to Esther. “We can’t talk here. Please, come inside.” The old woman stepped back into the doorway and held the large wooden door open for Esther and Ruth. They stepped in, and Esther could see that a hallway, which was illuminated by a single candle, led away from the door.

      

      “Please, follow me,” Tabitha said, and she began walking down the hallway. At the end, there was a door, which Tabitha opened, and Esther followed closely behind. The smell was not as bad indoors, but Esther would never call this place pleasant.

      

      The three continued walking into another hallway, which was also lit by a single candle. “People are listening,” Tabitha said without turning her body.

      

      “Who?” said Esther. “Who is listening?”

      

      “The people,” Tabitha said. “That’s all you have to know.”

      

      Esther was certainly puzzled by this, but she kept following the old woman through the hallway. After turning a corner, the woman came to another door. She knocked and listened before walking in. Esther followed and couldn’t believe what she was saw.

      

      Laying in a bed in the center of the room was Sophia. She was very frail looking, and though she had a smile on her face, Esther could tell that she was suffering.

      

      “Miss Sophia!” she said, as she walked to the side of the bed. “What happened to you?”

      

      “Lady Esther,” Sophia replied so quietly that Esther had to lean in to hear her better. “I’m so sorry. I couldn’t protect us.”

      

      “What?” Esther asked. “I don’t understand.”

      

      “Please, sit down, My Lady,” Tabitha said, bringing a chair over next to Sophia’s bed. Esther sat, and then Tabitha pulled a chair over for Rose, and then for herself. The three of them were now sitting in a circle surrounding Sophia.

      

      “We will explain everything,” Tabitha said. “I have been caring for Sophia since she was removed from the orphanage. As you can see, she is ailing.”

      

      Esther nodded. She then looked at Sophia. “What happened?”

      

      Sophia looked very sad. “It is Mr. Smith. He is very power hungry, and he won’t stand for anyone going against his wishes. I defied him and he sent me away. I am very sick, and I don’t think I am long for this world. Before I die, though, I needed to make sure that you knew everything.”

      

      Esther listened intently as Sophia continued to speak in a loud whisper. “Mr. Smith is an evil man. He plans to sell the remaining orphans to workhouses and…worse. Julia is one of the children who will face the worst situation possible. I don’t know exactly where she is, but she is to be sold very soon, and whomever buys her…well, I don’t have to tell you what might happen.”

      

      “No,” Esther said defiantly. “This cannot happen. I have heard of these things before, but we have to stop it. Julia cannot be subject to this. We have to do something.”

      

      “I don’t know what can be done, My Lady,” Tabitha said. “We are two old women and you are a spinster without a husband. We have no power in this situation. With no powerful man to help us, I don’t know what else we can do.”

      

      Allan.

      

      “I can talk to my father, again, but he doesn’t have the means,” Esther said. “However, he might have another idea. I also might have someone who would care enough to step in. But I don’t know when I will see him again. How much time do we have?”

      

      Sophia’s face fell. “We might only have a few days to a week or so. I understand that Mr. Smith typically can find a buyer for these children in a matter of weeks, and at least a fortnight has passed since we found out his plans.”

      

      “This is terrible,” Esther said. “I will speak to my father this evening, and in the meantime, I will also get in touch with my sister, Mary. She is the Duchess of Daftwood, and she can speak with the Duke. I also will ask her to get in touch with another man I know who has expressed interest in helping orphans. He may still be.”

      

      “Please, My Lady,” Sophia said. “Please, act quickly.”

      

      “I will,” Esther said as she rose from her seat. “Thank you for informing me of all of this. I will contact you again as soon as possible.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

        

      

    

    
      Allan was pacing back and forth in the library. Edward was sitting in a chaise and sipping wine. Both men were silent as they waited for Bridget and Mrs. Dunn to arrive.

      

      Allan didn’t know if Bridget would be bringing the child or not. What was important was that he and his cousin would have to get to the bottom of this before things got too out of hand. Though Allan had always wanted to be a father, this certainly wasn’t what he had in mind.

      

      “She will be here soon,” Edward said. “What is our plan?”

      

      Allan stopped pacing and looked at his cousin. “I think we have to get more details about her claims. I was so stunned when she broke the news, I didn’t even get all of the information I should have.”

      

      “Fine,” Edward said. “The shock is over, and I am here, so we should be able to get the story.”

      

      Allan nodded and began to pace again. A lot of thoughts were swimming through his mind. Was the child really his? Did the child exist at all? If the girl was his daughter, should he marry Bridget?

      

      “My Lord,” Clark said as he walked into the library. Allan’s heart felt as though it would jump out of his chest. “Miss Bridget Crampton has arrived. She is in the drawing room.”

      

      Allan nodded again. “Thank you, Clark. Is she alone?”

      

      “She is with her chaperone, Mrs. Dunn,” Clark replied. “There is also a small child.”

      

      Allan’s heart skipped a beat and he turned to look at Edward. He looked determined to get answers.

      

      “Thank you,” Allan uttered. “Please tell her that I will see her shortly.”

      

      “Yes, My Lord,” Clark replied. He turned and walked out of the door.

      

      “Are you ready, Allan?” Edward said.

      

      Allan again nodded, and then he said, “Yes, we have to get this done.”

      

      “Remember,” Edward said. “I’m here, and we don’t know if she is being truthful. If she is, we will deal with that. If she is not, we must make it known. The news of this child might already be out there…and of course, you want to make sure certain people know that there is no truth to it.”

      

      Like Esther.

      

      “Let’s go and get this over with,” Edward said. Allan was thankful that his cousin was there to help him through this.

      

      Allan nodded at Edward and he walked through the library and out into the hallway. Edward was close behind. When the men got to the drawing room, Clark opened the door, Allan took a deep breath, and then they walked in.
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        * * *

      

      “Father, you must help me with this,” Esther pleaded.

      

      She had spent the past ten minutes at the breakfast table explaining what she had learned about Mr. Smith from Sophia and Tabitha. Though her father had compassion for the situation, it seemed he was unable to help.

      

      “Esther, please,” he said. “I have explained our situation. A man like Mr. Smith only wants one thing…money. That’s something that I simply don’t have to give.”

      

      Esther knew that her father was facing a crisis. Not only was he struggling before, but Ruth had finally revealed her secret engagement to the family, and now her father had to prepare a marriage settlement.

      

      “I understand,” she said quietly. Her heart was broken, though.

      

      “Perhaps Mary and Edward can help you,” her father suggested. “But I, unfortunately, cannot.”

      

      “I understand,” Esther replied. She had already started writing a letter to Mary about the situation, but she was hoping that she wouldn’t have to send it and that her father would be in a better position. Unfortunately, he wasn’t.

      

      “I will write to them to find out,” Esther said. She looked at the plate with her half-eaten toast sitting on it and knew she wouldn’t finish her meal. She had no appetite, and she knew that she was taking a big chance asking Mary and Edward to stand up for this cause. But she didn’t have any other choice if she wanted to save Julia from this terrible fate.
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        * * *

      

      As Allan walked into the drawing room, he came face to face with Bridget and Mrs. Dunn, who were sitting side by side on the sofa facing the door. Sitting between them was a young girl with dark blonde hair and green eyes, just as Bridget had described. Allan knew in a moment that this was not his child.

      

      “Allan,” Bridget said as she stood. She was smiling widely at him. “It’s so wonderful to see you.” She was acting as though everything was perfect between them.

      

      “Please sit down, Bridget,” he said firmly. Her face fell and she sat. “Thank you for coming. There are things we have to discuss.”

      

      Bridget sat up tall, and she looked defiant. “I hope the first part of this discussion is to meet your daughter.”

      

      “This is not my child,” Allan said with certainty.

      

      Bridget stood once again. “She most certainly is,” she exclaimed loudly.

      

      “Stop, stop,” Edward said, stepping between Allan and Bridget. “Please, Miss Crampton. Sit.”

      

      “Who are you?” she said loudly.

      

      “I am the Duke of Daftwood and Allan’s cousin,” Edward replied. Allan noticed that Bridget’s facial expression changed once again. Almost as if she recognized him suddenly, but he didn’t know how that would be possible.

      

      “I am sorry, Your Grace,” she said quietly and sat down.

      

      “Now,” Edward said to her. “Please tell me whose child this is.”

      

      “Allan is her father,” Bridget replied.

      

      “That is not true,” Edward said. “And I will not accept lies, nor false claims. I know you are lying, but I want to know your story.”

      

      Allan looked at Edward. He was puzzled. How did Edward know that Bridget was lying? Did he know something that Allan didn’t?

      

      Bridget sighed. “This is between Allan and I.”

      

      “No,” Edward said. “It’s not. You can tell the story, or you can leave.”

      

      “If I leave, everyone will know that Allan has a child he is not taking care of,” Bridget said. Her eyes narrowed and he could see the anger on her face. “How would that be for your family’s reputation?”

      

      “You do NOT want to do that, Miss Crampton,” Edward said. Allan had never seen his cousin look so angry. “As I said, you talk now, or you leave.”

      

      “Fine,” Bridget said. “I will prove that this is Allan’s daughter.”

      

      “Go on,” Edward said.

      

      “As you know, Allan was injured in the war, and my father, a doctor, cared for him,” Bridget explained. “During that time, Allan and I developed feelings for each other, and those feelings became intense. Eventually, our relationship became physical.”

      

      Edward just shook his head. “Impossible.”

      

      “Excuse me?” Bridget said with a surprised look on her face. “How is that impossible?”

      

      “First, Allan has no recollection of this,” Edward explained.

      

      “That means nothing,” Bridget said. “He was injured and under the influence of medication. He had trauma to his head, too, which could have caused memory issues.”

      

      “So, you are implying that the two of you had a full-blown relationship, which got physical, yet he remembers none of this?” Edward asked.

      

      “Yes,” said Bridget, defiantly.

      

      “Then why would he remember other things?” Edward asked. “My cousin has told me about his time convalescing, and he certainly has a memory of most of it. What you are saying, then, is that he remembers most of it except for a physical relationship with you.”

      

      “You will have to ask Allan what he remembers and what he doesn’t,” Bridget replied.

      

      “Allan?” Edward asked as he turned around to face him. “Do you remember any type of physical relationship with Miss Crampton?”

      

      “No,” Allan replied. “I do not remember any physical relationship with her.”

      

      Edward then turned back to Bridget. “He says no, and you say yes. He has a lot to lose if this child is his, and you have a lot to gain,” he said. “Personally, you haven’t said anything to convince me that your allegations are true.”

      

      Allan could tell that Bridget was trying to think of a response. Mrs. Dunn, who was sitting right next to her, was attending to the girl who was fidgeting. Again, Allan couldn’t see any resemblance between himself and the child, other than her eyes, which were, indeed, green.

      

      “She looks just like him,” Bridget said, gesturing to the child.

      

      Edward had a response to that, too. “She doesn’t look anything like him at all,” he said. “They have the same color eyes, yes, but that’s where the similarities end.”

      

      Again, Bridget was silent, as if she were trying to think of a response.

      

      “Miss Crampton,” Edward said. “You cannot convince me that Allan is the father of your child, and here’s why…I am going to ask you a question, and then I am going to show you a passage out of a medical book. You have a bit of medical knowledge, I presume?”

      

      Bridget nodded. Allan wasn’t sure where Edward was going with this, but he certainly wanted to find out. Edward was holding a book in his hand that Allan hadn’t seen before. He must have brought it from the library.

      

      “What type of medication was Allan given for the pain during his recovery?” Edward asked Bridget.

      

      “He was given opium,” Bridget replied.

      

      “And,” Edward said, “Do you know what happens when men are given opium?”

      

      Bridget looked deep in thought, and then she slowly shook her head.

      

      “They become temporarily impotent, Miss Crampton,” Edward said. “Which means there is absolutely no way that Allan could be the father of your child.”

      

      Allan’s mouth dropped open. He was free. He looked up at Edward who had a look of triumph, and then over to Bridget, who was absolutely shocked. He saw a tear roll down her cheek as she slowly shook her head.

      

      “I…I’m sorry,” Bridget said. She looked at Allan. “I hope you can forgive me.”

      

      He didn’t know if he should feel bad for her or if he should be angry with her.

      

      “I think it’s time for you to leave, Miss Crampton,” Edward said. Allan could see that he was angry. Bridget stood up and motioned to Mrs. Dunn to do the same.

      

      “Wait,” Allan said. “Why did you do this?”

      

      She was silent for a moment, and then she said. “I shouldn’t have, I admit it. I simply wanted a better life for myself and my child. I know you cannot understand that.”

      

      “I am not a terrible man,” Allan said, “And you took advantage of me. I never did anything to you to deserve this type of treatment from you.”

      

      “I know,” Bridget replied. She wouldn’t look at him. “I think it is best if we leave.”

      

      She turned to Mrs. Dunn, and said, “We need to go,” and they started walking out of the drawing room.

      

      Allan and Edward stood and watched as they approached the doorway. Allan saw Bridget lean towards Mrs. Dunn and say, “He said this would work.”

      

      “Excuse me?” Edward asked, quickly approaching them.

      

      Bridget turned quickly to face him. “What?”

      

      “You said, ‘He said this would work,’” Edward said. “What does that mean?”

      

      Bridget shook her head, and quickly walked through the door away from Edward, pulling the child alongside her.

      

      “Someone has put her up to this scheme,” Edward replied with suspicion in his voice. ‘We have to find out who.”
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        * * *

      

      “A letter has come for you, My Lady.”

      

      Esther quickly glanced up and saw a footman with a letter in front of her. She stood and took the letter he offered her on a tray, and her heart began beating wildly when she saw that it was from Mary.

      

      “Thank you,” she replied to the footman.

      

      Esther turned and pulled off the wax seal, and then opened it to read. When she saw the short letter, she was a bit shocked. After all, in the last letter she had sent to Mary, she had really written a lot. She had told her all about Julia and asked for her and Edward’s help. But what she received back was just a few words. It said:

      

      Esther,

      

      Thank you for your letter. I have spoken to Edward about it, and we have come up with a plan. However, it is difficult to explain via letter, so we would like to invite you to come to the estate. We will explain more, then.

      

      Your Loving Sister,

      Mary

      

      Ester was certainly confused. She couldn’t imagine what type of idea they could have to save Julia that would require her to visit. Though she certainly loved visiting with them, she just found the entire situation odd. If Mary wanted to tell her in person, perhaps the news was bad.

      

      “Esther, can you help me with something?”

      

      Ruth had walked into the library where Esther was sitting.

      

      “What’s wrong?” Ruth asked. “You have an odd look on your face.”

      

      “Oh, nothing,” said Esther. “I have received a letter from Mary about helping Julia.” Esther had told Ruth about it, too, of course, so she knew exactly what had happened. “She has invited me to come visit but has not answered my inquiry.”

      

      “That’s strange,” Ruth said. “I would have thought that they would be happy to help.”

      

      “As did I,” Esther replied. “I am going to write her back right now. Do you want to come?”

      

      “Oh, I would,” Ruth said. “But I have a wedding to plan.”

      

      Since Ruth had told her parents about her engagement, she had been walking around their home as if she were walking on the most beautiful, fluffy cloud. She was constantly happy, and though Esther was certainly excited for her sister, she couldn’t help but be a bit perturbed at times. After all, Esther’s life wasn’t going so great, considering the situation with Julia and no longer having Allan in her life.

      

      “I understand,” Esther said. “I thought I would ask, though, as I know you always like to take the opportunity to visit with Mary and Edward.”

      

      “I do,” said Ruth. “But I will have to pass on this opportunity.”

      

      “What did you need help with?” Esther said, suddenly remembering that Ruth had a question for her.

      

      “I wanted your opinion on possible wedding gown colors, and to help me find the perfect one.” Ruth explained.

      

      “Of course,” Esther said, though she wasn’t very excited about it. Since she had, only a couple of weeks ago, been on the path to marriage herself, she had been very happy to help Ruth with the plans. However, now that she and Allan were no longer courting, it did hurt her a bit when she was included in these plans. It was still quite raw.

      

      “We can wait until you return from Mary’s, though,” Ruth said. “We have plenty of time.”

      

      Esther nodded. She knew that Ruth was not going to be married for a few weeks, and that was plenty of time to find a gown and get it made to fit her.

      

      “I also want to ask Mary, of course,” Ruth said. “So perhaps it is best if we wait until you get back.”

      

      “That sounds like a wonderful idea,” Esther replied. “I will tell her when I am there, if you like.”

      

      “Perfect,” Ruth said. “I have to go talk to Mother about a menu, but I will speak with you later tonight.”

      

      “Excellent,” said Esther. “I need to write to Mary, anyway, and tell her that I will see her as soon as possible.”

      

      The mystery of why Mary wouldn’t answer her questions via letter was looming over Esther, and the sooner she got these answers, the better off she would be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

        

      

    

    
      Once again, Allan found himself in a carriage on his way to visit his cousins. Since Edward had returned home after the incident with Bridget, he had found out some more information and he asked if Allan would come to the house for a couple of days so they could discuss it.

      

      Though the relief of knowing that he had not fathered a child was great, he was still struggling to get cheerful again. In addition, his nightmares and flashbacks had come back, and he had gone through several nights of tossing and turning.

      

      Oddly, it seemed that since he had met Esther, the flashbacks and nightmares had dissipated, but now that he was back without her in his life, they had come back with full force.

      

      He also wondered if they were coming back due to the fact that he was quite paranoid that someone was attacking him. Though Edward hadn’t revealed much, he did say that he had new information about the situation with Bridget, and that he wanted to tell Allan in person.

      

      So Allan took the opportunity to travel to Edward’s estate to find out more, plus, since he had been feeling a bit down and unhappy, he thought it would be a good idea to spend time with his family. Perhaps that would push him to feel better and to stop having the nightmares.

      

      Allan looked out of the window and saw the familiar landscape of the estate and breathed a sigh of relief. He always felt at home here, just as he did in his own home, and being here made him feel safe.

      

      He could see out of the carriage window Edward and Mary waiting for him as they normally did. Like the last time however, Harry was not present.

      

      The carriage came up to the door of the estate and stopped. Allan stepped out and smiled as he saw Edward and Mary.

      

      Edward stepped forward. “I’m so happy you have decided to come, Allan,” he said, pulling him into a warm embrace. “I have so much to tell you.”

      

      Allan pulled away and said, “I hope it’s good news.” He then turned to Mary and embraced her, as well. “You look as beautiful as always, Mary,” he said.

      

      “Edward has always said you are a charmer, Allan,” she replied, “And I am finally beginning to see it for myself.”

      

      All three of them laughed, and Allan said, “Where’s Harry?”

      

      Edward’s expression changed from a smile to a frown. He shrugged his shoulders. “It’s hard to say. He has been acting very strangely since I returned from visiting you. The morning after I got back, he received a letter. He reacted oddly to it, though he wouldn’t tell me who it was from, or what it said. But that’s a story for another time, I suppose. For now, follow Bolt, who will show you to your room. When you get settled in, I will meet you in the sitting room.”

      

      “That sounds wonderful, Edward.” Allan smiled at his cousin, and then looked to Bolt.

      

      “Please follow me, My Lord,” he said.

      

      Allan nodded, and then he followed the butler upstairs to the room that he had been staying in since he was a child.

      

      “Please let me know if you need anything, My Lord.” Bolt said.

      

      “Thank you,” Allan replied. He walked into the door and his valet, Harley, was already preparing his clothing for dinner.

      

      “Harley,” Allan said. “I am going to meet Edward for a drink before dinner, but I will come back to change before the meal.”

      

      “Very well, My Lord,” Harley replied. “I almost have your clothing laid out and ready, so I will certainly be prepared for when you return.”

      

      “Excellent, Harley,” Allan said with a smile. Even just being in the house was putting him in a better mood. “I will see you shortly.”

      

      Allan left the room, and then walked the familiar path to the drawing room. Bolt was standing at the door, and said “Welcome, My Lord. Please let me tell His Grace that you have arrived.”

      

      Bolt walked into the drawing room, and Allan heard him speaking with Edward. He came back out a moment later and opened the door wide for him.

      

      “Thank you,” Allan said, as he walked through. Edward was sitting alone in a chair, a glass of bright red wine in hand.

      

      “Welcome, Cousin,” he said. “Do you care for a glass of wine?”

      

      “Yes, please,” Allan said, as he walked towards Edward. A footman bought a glass to him, and Allan took it and immediately sipped from it.

      

      “Have a seat,” Edward said, motioning to an empty chair.

      

      Allan sat and took another sip of wine. “Now,” he said. “Would you enlighten me about what you have found out?”

      

      Edward laughed, and said “You really don’t want to waste any time, do you?”

      

      “No,” Allan said. “I am very interested in what you know.”

      

      Edward sat up straight in his chair and said, “I have done a bit more investigating. What Miss Crampton said as she was leaving just didn’t make sense to me.”

      

      Allan nodded. “Yes, I agree. It didn’t make sense to me, either.”

      

      “So,” Edward continued, “I took it upon myself to find out more about it, and…after a bit of convincing…she gave an interesting tale.”

      

      “Oh?” Allan asked.

      

      “Yes,” Edward replied. “And it involves you.”

      

      “Please continue, then,” Allan urged.

      

      “Miss Crampton was put up to this scheme by someone else,” Edward explained. “She won’t tell me who, as to not get him in trouble, but she did say that he is no fan of yours, and that he was trying to ruin your good reputation.”

      

      “What?” Allan said. He was shocked by this.

      

      Edward continued. “She does seem to care for you, which is why, I believe, she told me this information, but I felt that it was important for you to know that she was not working alone and that someone else might have a bullseye on your back.”

      

      Allan said, “I have to admit that I’m a bit stunned.”

      

      “I was, too,” Edward said. “Miss Crampton did say that the man only was interested in harming your reputation, but that can be quite devastating.”

      

      “Yes, of course,” Allan agreed. “Is that it? Is that what you had to tell me?”

      

      “Yes,” Edward said, smiling. “That’s it.”

      

      “I certainly appreciate that news,” Allan said, “but couldn’t it have been presented in a letter?”

      

      Edward smiled widely. “Yes, of course. But then you wouldn’t have had the chance to have dinner tonight with a very special guest.”
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        * * *

      

      Esther was watching in the mirror as Rose put the last finishing touches on her hair. She had arrived at Mary’s home earlier in the day, though she hadn’t had much of a chance to speak with her sister. She was hoping that before supper she could talk with Mary and Edward about Julia.

      

      “You are stunning, My Lady,” Rose said, as she moved one of Esther’s curls off of her face. She looked at herself in the mirror and had to agree with her maid. Though Esther didn’t often notice her looks, she always felt that Rose had a way of making her look her best.

      

      “Thank you, Rose,” Esther replied. She gently touched her hair, and then stood up. “I am going down to the sitting room before dinner,” she said. “I am hoping to speak with Mary about Julia.”

      

      “Very well, My Lady,” Rose replied. “I hope that you can get the answers you seek.”

      

      “Yes,” Esther said with a sigh. “I don’t know who else to turn to if they can’t help.”

      

      Rose’s expression changed into one of compassion, and she nodded. “I’m sure that if anyone can figure this out, it will be you.”

      

      “I hope so,” Esther replied. “I will speak with you later,” she said, as she made her way out of the door and into the hallway. She had been in the house enough to know the exact way to go to get to the sitting room, so she was able to get to the doorway in only a moment.

      

      She was greeted by a footman, who said, “Welcome, My Lady. Her Grace said to show you in upon your arrival.”

      

      “Thank you,” Esther replied, as she followed the footman into the room. Mary was sitting on a settee, which looked new, and smiled as she saw her sister.

      

      “Esther!” Mary exclaimed. “You look perfect!”

      

      Esther smiled and laughed, “Thank you, Mary, but I’m not sure I have quite met the standard of perfection.”

      

      “Fine,” Mary said with a smile. “At least you are close. Please have a seat and join me in a glass of wine before dinner.”

      

      “I would love to,” Esther said. She sat on the sofa opposite the settee where Mary sat, and took the glass brought to her by a footman. “Is the settee new?”

      

      Mary nodded. “It is,” she said. “Edward and I are updating the house with some new furniture. Much of it belonged to his grandparents, so we decided to add a bit of style.”

      

      “I like it,” Esther said.

      

      “We are getting a piano, too,” Mary replied. “And Lord and Lady Booth have put us in touch with some local artists. We will buy some new pieces, though, of course, keep the art that is already present.”

      

      “I am sure you will make it look superb,” Ester said.

      

      “Enough about me,” Mary said. “How are you?”

      

      “I am fine,” Esther admitted. “I have been happier, of course, but I am also focused on the future.”

      

      “I am glad to hear that,” Mary replied, sipping on her wine.

      

      “Mary, I have to ask…my letter,” Ester said. “Why didn’t you answer it? What is your plan?”

      

      “I was hoping for Edward to be here before we talked about it,” Mary said. “But we do have an idea. In fact, Edward is ensuring that the idea is already in motion.”

      

      Esther was puzzled. “I don’t understand, Mary.”

      

      “We have started working with a benefactor,” Mary said with a smile. “He has agreed to help you negotiate with Mr. Smith.”

      

      “What?” Esther was shocked. “A benefactor?”

      

      “Yes,” Mary replied. “You will meet him at dinner, in fact. He has taken a special interest in your case, and since it is only the four of us tonight, we can have a good conversation about it during dinner.”

      

      “Oh, Mary,” Esther said. “Is he really going to do it? This would make me so happy!” She briefly wondered where Harry was, but as she was so excited about this news, he quickly left her mind.

      

      “He is,” Mary said. “And you will meet him shortly.”
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        * * *

      

      “So she doesn’t know I am here?” Allan asked Edward.

      

      “No, she doesn’t,” Edward replied, taking a sip of Scotch.

      

      Edward had just informed Allan that Esther was here, and that they would see each other for the first time at dinner.

      

      Allan smiled. “I feel as if you have tricked me,” he said to Edward.

      

      Edward laughed heartedly. “I’m sorry, I have. Mary is talking to her right now in the drawing room.”

      

      Suddenly, Edward’s expression got serious. “We will make sure that she knows about Miss Crampton, but there is something else.”

      

      “Oh?” Allan replied with curiosity.

      

      “Keep in mind that Mary is already telling Esther that you are going to do what I’m about to ask you,” Edward said.

      

      “All right…” Allan said, unsure of what was happening.

      

      “Esther is here for a reason,” Edward explained. “I don’t know if she has ever told you about her favorite orphan, Julia.”

      

      Allan shook his head. “No,” he said. “Not specifically.”

      

      “Julia is just a young girl, only five years old, who has been taken by a greedy, odious man named Mr. Smith,” Edward explained. “Esther, of course, asked for our help in getting her back.”

      

      “Taken?” Allan asked. “What does that mean?”

      

      “Essentially, Mr. Smith is holding these girls until they are sold…sold for their virginity,” Edward said.

      

      “What?” Allan exclaimed. “What type of man would do that?”

      

      “Certainly not a good man,” Edward said seriously.

      

      “What can I do to help?” Allan asked.

      

      “We need to pay Mr. Smith for Julia,” Edward explained. “Though we will be saving her, not using her for…other reasons.”

      

      “Well, I don’t care what it costs,” Allan said, defiantly. “If it is for Esther, I will do it.”
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        * * *

      

      “Dinner is ready, Your Grace.”

      

      Mary turned to Bolt. “Thank you,” she replied.

      

      Mary stood, and Esther followed suit. “Since dinner is only the four of us tonight, we will make it a bit casual. Edward and our guest will meet us in the dining room.”

      

      Esther nodded, and followed her sister out of the room, across the hall, and into the open dining room.

      

      “Please, have a seat,” Mary said, gesturing to a chair. It was refreshing to feel a bit of freedom from typical dining customs.

      

      Just as Esther was about to sit down, she looked up and saw Edward. She gasped. Standing next to him was Allan. He had a wide smile on his face, and he was looking directly at her.

      

      “Esther,” he said, walking towards her. “It is a pleasure to see you.”

      

      Esther didn’t know if she should be happy by his presence or upset. There was a part of her that couldn’t believe he would show his face after fathering a bastard child, but there was another part of her that was so happy to see him. It was immediately obvious that she still had feelings for him.

      

      “Allan,” she said. “What…what are you doing here?”

      

      “Everything will be explained, Esther,” Edward said. “Please, everyone sit.”

      

      Allan was sitting directly across from her, so Esther could see his shining green eyes and neat, ginger hair. He still looked just as handsome as she remembered.

      

      The footmen were already serving the soup, but Esther wasn’t paying attention. She was only looking at Allan.

      

      “Now Esther,” Edward said. “We need to discuss your situation.”

      

      “Yes,” she said, nodding. She was starting to put things together and was understanding that Allan was the benefactor who was going to help her.

      

      “However, first we have some other news,” Edward explained. “And you are part of this, too.”

      

      “Oh?” she replied.

      

      “I know that Mary informed you about Allan’s situation with Miss Bridget Crampton,” Edward said.

      

      “Yes, she did.” Esther said, feeling saddened.

      

      “And I know that it has hurt you greatly,” Edward continued.

      

      Esther just nodded, making sure that she wasn’t making eye contact with Allan.

      

      “I am pleased to inform you that Miss Crampton has admitted that she has lied about the parentage of her child,” Edward said with a smile.

      

      “What?” Esther’s heart skipped a beat. She turned to Allan. “So, you are not…”

      

      He shook his head. “No, Esther,” he said. “I am not a father.”

      

      A warm feeling filled her body, and she couldn’t help but smile. She looked at Allan, and he was smiling, too. She turned towards Edward, who was absolutely beaming, and when she turned to Mary, she saw her wipe away a tear.

      

      “So, does this mean—?” Esther uttered.

      

      “It means that I would like to continue to court you, Esther,” Allan said.

      

      She just nodded, feeling a lump forming in her throat. She couldn’t remember the last time she had been this happy, and she struggled to stop herself from crying.

      

      “Now,” said Edward, taking a sip of wine. “Since we have that over with, let’s fill Esther in on the plan to get Julia back.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

    

    
      Esther, Allan, Mary, and Edward were all sitting in the drawing room following dinner. Esther couldn’t believe the turn of luck she had this evening. Not only was there a plan in place to save Julia, but she and Allan were officially courting again.

      

      “Allan,” Edward said, “I think you and I should contact Mr. Smith about Julia. Then, when he agrees to let her go, Mary and Esther should be waiting in the carriage to collect her.”

      

      “I agree,” said Allan, briefly smiling at Esther as he spoke. She couldn’t stop staring at the movement of his body under his clothing. She remembered what had happened after the ball, and she couldn’t help but feel a tingling between her legs.

      

      “Once we get this taken care of, what will we do for her?” Mary asked.

      

      “She is only five,” Esther said. “So we should try to find a good placement. I hate knowing that she has to go back to an orphanage, but I don’t know of any other options. She doesn’t have family.”

      

      “We will deal with that when the time comes,” Allan replied. “For now, I think the most important thing is to contact Mr. Smith and tell him our intentions.”

      

      “I agree,” Edward said. “We will do that first, and then await his reply.” He took a final sip of his Scotch, looked at Mary, and said “I think it’s time to retire to bed, my Dear.”

      

      Mary smiled and nodded. “I agree.” She turned to Esther. “I hope you don’t mind if we retire for the evening?”

      

      “Not at all,” she replied. “I can have Rose come down to sit with us.” Esther looked at Allan and smiled. Though she would love to sit with him alone, she knew that would not be appropriate.

      

      “I would love to sit up for a bit longer, if that’s all right,” Allan said. “We have a lot to catch up on.”

      

      Mary then turned to a footman and said, “Andrew, would you ask Rose to join us?”

      

      “Yes, Your Grace,” the footman said before leaving the room.

      

      Mary then said, “We will wait for Rose, and then retire.” She turned towards Esther. “I know you are leaving in the morning, but I hope you will come back soon. We have a few weeks before Ruth’s wedding, but I hope to see you before then. We should try to get Julia as soon as possible, and hopefully before the wedding.”

      

      “Yes, I agree,” Esther replied. “The faster we can get her, the better I will feel.”

      

      “Me, too,” Allan said. Esther looked at him and smiled. She was fully enamored with him, not only because she was most certainly in love with him, but also because of what he was doing for Julia.

      

      Allan smiled back, and it was like a shock to her heart. Esther could feel herself blush and felt butterflies in her stomach. No man had ever made her feel this way. She was not only attracted to his mind, his actions, and his personality, she was also extraordinarily attracted to his physique. She felt things in her own body when near him that she had not felt around other men before. Right now, for instance, the tingling between her legs was becoming more pronounced and she felt a very pleasurable sensation every time her body shifted.

      

      “Your Grace, Miss Rose has arrived.”

      

      “Thank you so much for coming in, Rose,” Esther said. “Lord Wiltshire and I are going to sit up and talk, while my sister and her husband retire for the evening.”

      

      “Very well, My Lady,” Rose replied. She walked around the outskirts of the room and sat in a chair against the wall.

      

      “Now that Rose is here, we are going to say good night,” Mary said as she rose from her chair. Esther stood and hugged her sister, and then turned to Edward to say good night.

      

      “We will see you in the morning,” Edward said, and took Mary by the arm to lead her out. Esther watched as they left the room, and then turned to Allan.

      

      “I have to admit something to you,” she said to him. “When I saw you tonight, I didn’t know if I should be happy to see you or angry.”

      

      Allan nodded and said, “I never want you to be angry with me, Esther. I will do everything I can to make sure that never happens.”

      

      She smiled at him. “I will promise you the same.”

      

      “Esther,” he said, “I want to make my intentions clear. But, before I do, I want you to know that I have never been so sad as I was the day Bridget accused me of fathering her child. I knew, when you found out, that you would never want to see me again.”

      

      Esther nodded, and then said, “Honestly, you are correct. I was extremely upset when I heard the news, and I knew I could never accept that.”

      

      “I figured that was the case,” Allan said. “I’m happy that it worked out differently.”

      

      Esther beamed. “So am I.” She took a sip of her wine and then said, “You said you wanted me to know your intentions?”

      

      “Yes,” Allan said, “Of course. Isn’t it clear?” He smiled. “I want to marry you.”

      

      Esther was immediately overjoyed and filled with a warmth and happiness that she had never experienced before. She wanted to jump into his arms and feel his body next to hers. She wanted to scream and shout. She wanted to cry tears of joy. She wanted to be in bed with him and feel his body inside of her own.

      

      The tears were welling up in her eyes, and she looked at Allan and said, “That is what I want, too, and so much more.”

      

      Allan smiled widely. “Then we must come up with a plan. I will, of course, call upon your father to share this with him and ask his permission for your hand.”

      

      “Oh, Allan,” Esther said. “I am so happy right now.”

      

      Suddenly, Esther had a realization. She didn’t know if her father had enough money for two dowries, and Ruth would get hers first. After hearing about the estate’s dire straits, Esther knew this would be tricky.

      

      “Allan,” Esther said quietly. “I need to tell you something”

      

      “What, Esther?” Allan replied. “You can tell me anything.”

      

      “I don’t know all of the details,” Esther explained. “But my father had has just paid Mary’s dowry not too long ago, and now he must pay Ruth’s. I’m not sure how he will react when you ask for one, too.”

      

      Allan nodded. “I appreciate you telling me this, Esther,” he said. “I will keep that in mind, but I still intend on making an appointment with him.”

      

      Esther smiled. “I was hoping that would be your answer.”

      

      “Absolutely,” he said. “I’m sure we can work something out.”

      

      Esther smiled at him again. Not only was he such a nice gentleman, he was extremely attractive, and she became quite stimulated when she imagined what it would be like to be intimate with him. Again, her loins began to ache as she allowed thoughts of what it might feel like to have their bodies come together.

      

      Esther finished her glass of wine, and now tired and filled with scandalous thoughts about Allan, she felt she should go to sleep, too, before she got caught up in the moment.

      

      “I hate to say this,” Esther said, still thinking about what he might look like unclothed. “But I must retire for the evening.”

      

      Allan nodded. “It is getting late. I won’t be far behind you.”

      

      Esther stood. “I’m so happy, Allan,” she said smiling widely. “I can’t wait for the morning just so I can see you again.”

      

      “I feel the same,” he replied.

      

      Esther remembered the episode that occurred after the ball between the two of them, and she yearned for it to happen again. She had a fleeting thought about how she could do something…anything…get him to touch her in some way in the most intimate of places...she just longed for him to touch her there.

      

      However, Esther knew without a doubt that Rose would never let her out of her sight with no other woman around, and it was probably best that she not put herself into that situation.

      

      “Good night, Allan,” she said.

      

      “Good night, Esther,” he replied. “I love you.”

      

      She smiled. “I love you, too, Allan” she said, and then turned and walked out of the room. She would certainly have sweet dreams, tonight.
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        * * *

      

      Allan had slept like a baby. Once Esther had left, he finished his drink, Harley helped him undress, and then dress for bed, and he fell into it without any care in the world.

      

      Now, he was sitting in the dining room with Edward enjoying some toast and jam with tea.

      

      “You will let me know when you hear from Mr. Smith, right?” Edward asked him.

      

      “Of course,” Allan replied. He would send a letter as soon as he got back home. “The moment I get a reply, I will send word to you.”

      

      “Excellent,” Edward said before taking a sip of tea. “We can, hopefully, make this go smoothly.”

      

      There was a moment of silence between the cousins, and then Allan said, “Edward?”

      

      “Yes?” Edward replied.

      

      “I am going to send another letter today, too.” Allan said.

      

      “Oh? To whom?” Edward asked.

      

      “To Esther’s father,” Allan replied. “I intend to ask for her hand.”

      

      Edward beamed. “Allan!” he said. “I am so overjoyed for you!”

      

      Allan smiled. “Thank you,” he said. “I have had nothing but her on my mind these past weeks, and I know that she is the right person for me.”

      

      “I cannot imagine a better pairing,” Edward said. “And I know that her father will be thrilled.”

      

      “I hope so,” Allan said with a chuckle.

      

      “Well, look at it this way,” Edward said with a smile. “The other option was Harry.”

      

      Allan smiled, appreciating Edward’s joke. “Funny, I haven’t seen Harry at all since I have been here, and I am leaving tomorrow.”

      

      Edward’s expression got more serious. “Yes, I’m not surprised. He has been making himself scarce recently. As I told you yesterday when you arrived…he has been acting very strangely. I haven’t seen him, either.”

      

      “Very odd, indeed.” Allan said, taking another sip of tea. “I wonder if he even knows I am here.”

      

      “He does.”

      

      Allan whipped around and saw Harry walking into the dining room.

      

      “You will have to excuse my tardiness at greeting you,” Harry said. “Though I hear you are leaving, shortly, so perhaps I will say hello and good-bye at the same time.”

      

      This is very strange.

      

      “It is nice to see you, Harry,” Allan said.

      

      “Yes, I have had some pressing tasks to deal with,” Harry replied. Allan watched as he took a piece of toast and slathered it with orange marmalade. It was quite obvious that he was angry or upset. Allan looked up and saw that Edward was noticing his behavior, too.

      

      “Harry,” Edward asked. “Is everything all right?”

      

      “Perfect,” Harry said looking directly at Edward. Allan could see that his jaw was clenched and tight.

      

      “I see,” said Edward. “Then you will be happy to know that our cousin has some news to share with you.”

      

      “Oh, really?” Harry asked, now leaning back in his chair holding a cup of tea. “Is it news of his impeding engagement?”

      

      Allan swallowed hard. Harry’s behavior made sense now.

      

      “Yes, it is,” Allan said. “I hope that you can be happy for me. Esther and I are very much in love and I am going to ask her father for permission to marry her.”

      

      “Good luck,” Harry said nonchalantly. “I take it you have told her about your scars? You don’t want to frighten her on your wedding night.”

      

      Allan’s mouth fell open. He couldn’t believe that Harry would say such a thing, especially at the breakfast table.

      

      The truth was, Allan had not thought about his body at all when he had been with Esther, and now, Harry’s comments made him worry. What if Esther found him to be repulsive?

      

      Harry must have noticed that his comment bothered Allan. “Ah,” Harry said, “I take it you haven’t told her.” He smirked.

      

      “Harry,” Edward said loudly. “That is totally inappropriate. Esther chose Allan, not you. It’s not fair for you to take out your feelings on him. He has done nothing wrong.”

      

      “Nothing wrong?” Harry stood and shouted, pointing at Allan. “He stole Esther from me. All I ever wanted was her, and he took her.” Harry then tossed his toast onto the table and started to walk out of the north door of the dining room.

      

      Harry then turned towards Allan. “When she sees your scars, she will run from you and realize that she chose a broken man.”

      

      Allan stared in disbelief as Harry stormed out, and then his heart fell. Standing in the doorway that Harry had just left were Mary and Esther, and based on their expressions, they had heard the entire conversation.
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        * * *

      

      “Broken man?”

      

      Esther looked at Mary.

      

      “What does that mean?” she asked her younger sister.

      

      Mary looked at her with a sympathetic face. “Let’s go to the drawing room.”

      

      Mary grabbed Esther’s arm and led her away from the dining room and towards the drawing room. “I will explain in a moment.”

      

      Esther was so confused, and now she felt a sense of dread about what her future with Allan would be if he really was broken.

      

      The footman standing near the door opened it for them, and the sisters walked in. Mary turned towards one of them and said, “Could we have some toast, marmalade, and tea in here?”

      

      “Yes, Your Grace,” the footman responded before rushing away.

      

      “Here, Esther,” Mary motioned to a chair. “Please sit and let me explain.”

      

      Esther sat down in the chair and looked at her sister. She was beginning to get angry.

      

      “Esther,” Mary said, “This is not a concern nor a problem, so I don’t want you to think something is wrong with Allan.”

      

      “Someone better tell me what Harry meant by that,” Esther said with force.

      

      “Really, you already know,” Mary said. “You know that Allan was in the Battle of Waterloo and that he was gravely injured, right?”

      

      “Yes,” said Esther. “But what did Harry mean about him being broken?”

      

      “Allan’s injuries were severe,” Mary said. “And from what Edward has told me, when Allan speaks about those injuries, he refers to himself as a broken man.”

      

      Esther thought about it for a moment. “So, why do you think Harry would say that? I already knew that he was in the war and was injured.”

      

      “Your Grace?”

      

      A footman had walked through the door. “Lord Wiltshire would like to speak with Lady Esther,” he said.

      

      Mary looked at Esther and said, “Do you want to speak with him?”

      

      Esther nodded.

      

      “Fine, then,” Mary stood. She turned to the footman. “Please collect Rose and have her join us. Then, please let Lord Wiltshire in. You can bring the toast and jam and tea back to the dining room, if it’s not too much trouble.”

      

      “Of course, Your Grace,” the footman replied.

      

      He opened the door and Mary walked out. Esther waited alone for several minutes. The door opened again, and Rose came through. “I am here, My Lady,” she said.

      

      “Thank you for coming, Rose,” Ester replied. She watched as her lady’s maid sat behind her.

      

      Again, the footman came through the door. “Lord Wiltshire, My Lady,” he said. She nodded.

      

      Esther watched as Allan came in. He immediately walked over and sat in the chair across from her.

      

      “Esther,” he said. “I am so sorry you had to hear all of that.”

      

      “Allan,” she replied, shaking her head. “I just don’t understand.”

      

      “Harry is infinitely jealous of me,” Allan explained. “He has always wanted to be with you, and when he found out that we were talking about getting engaged, it seems he didn’t take it well.”

      

      “That’s an understatement,” Esther said. “His reaction scared me.”

      

      “I don’t ever want you to be frightened of him,” Allan said. “I will always protect you.”

      

      Esther smiled and nodded at him. “I know you will, Allan.”

      

      “But, I do want to tell you something,” Allan said. “And it is difficult for me to talk about.”

      

      “What is it?” Esther asked. She couldn’t imagine that he would tell her anything that she couldn’t handle.

      

      “When I was injured, I was injured badly,” Allan explained quietly. “I wasn’t supposed to live. During the blast, my back was ripped open, and though the doctor was able to sew it up, I have a horrific scar that goes from my shoulder to hip.”

      

      Esther could tell that it was difficult for him to talk about. She tried to look as understanding as possible and nod at him as he spoke.

      

      “I am very aware of it,” he said. “And I would be lying if I said I didn’t worry about what you might think when you see it.”

      

      Esther smiled at him and felt her eyes begin to fill with tears. “Allan,” she said. “I would never, ever not love nor care for you because of a scar. I don’t care how big it is. I love you, scar and all.”

      

      Allan looked at her, and she could see that he had tears in his eyes, too.

      

      “Thank you, Esther,” he said. “You don’t know what that means to me. I love you, too.”

      

      Ester nodded. It was hard not to cry harder while looking into his eyes.

      

      “I must get ready to leave, Esther,” Allan said, “And I promise you that I will miss you every minute of every day that we are apart. But there is work to do, plus we have to make arrangements to get Julia. On top of that, I must get in touch with your father, of course.” He smiled.

      

      Esther nodded again, and the thought of leaving Allan made her feel like weeping. She swallowed hard, and said, “I will miss you, and I will tell my father to expect a letter.”

      

      Allan leaned forward and touched Esther’s arm. “I will see you soon, Esther. Thank you for understanding me.” He nodded at her, turned, and walked out of the room. All Esther could do was watch him leave, though all she wanted to do was run after him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

    

    
      Allan was more nervous than he had ever been in his life. He was sitting in his carriage, which had just pulled up in front of the home of the Duke of Aishling, Esther’s father. He was here to ask for Esther’s hand in marriage.

      

      As he looked out of the window of the carriage, Allan could see the home in front of him. It was much larger than his own, and he hoped that Esther, when she saw his house, wouldn’t be disappointed. He also noticed a distinct lack of staff around the estate, which he thought was unusual, but perhaps it was just the time of day or they had been temporarily reassigned.

      

      The coachman came around the side of the carriage and Allan heard the familiar sound of the steps being pulled down. The door opened, and Allan stepped out. He was hoping that Esther would be there to greet him, but instead, the Duke of Aishling himself, stood at the door.

      

      Allan had only met Esther’s father one time, and during their brief interactions, he had seemed like a jovial, reasonable man. Edward had even told Allan that the Duke would welcome him with open arms, though that didn’t seem to be the case.

      

      The Duke was standing in front of the door with a man to his side, presumably his steward. He did not smile, nor did he seem particularly happy that Allan was there. Allan took a deep breath and walked towards the Duke.

      

      “Good Afternoon, Lord Wiltshire” the Duke said as Allan approached him.

      

      “Good afternoon, Your Grace,” Allan said. He could hear that his voice quivered. “Thank you so much for inviting me to your beautiful home.”

      

      The Duke nodded, and said “I trust you had a safe journey?”

      

      “I did,” Allan replied.

      

      “Very good,” the Duke responded. Allan still couldn’t detect that the Duke was happy to see him. “Please allow my steward to show you in, and I will meet with you shortly.”

      

      “Thank you, Your Grace,” Allan replied. He then looked at the steward who motioned for him to follow. A lone footman stood by the door and opened it as the pair walked in.

      

      Allan immediately started looking around and noticed that the walls in the home were quite bare, and there were no other staff members seen. As he walked, he remembered what Esther had told him; her father was having financial struggles, and now, it was apparent how difficult that had been on him. Allan also figured that these issues were the cause of the lack of staff.

      

      The steward didn’t speak to him until they came to a door. He opened it and said, “His Grace will meet you shortly.”

      

      Allan walked in and a footman approached him. “Would you care for drink, My Lord?”

      

      “Yes, please,” Allan said.

      

      The footman didn’t ask what he wanted. Instead, he simply walked over to a cabinet and poured Allan a glass of wine. The footman placed the glass on a tray, and then brought it over to Allan.

      

      “Please, have a seat, My Lord,” the footman said, as he held the tray out. Allan took the glass and took a sip before sitting.

      

      “Thank you,” he said to the footman.

      

      Allan took the chance to look around the room. Like the other areas of the home he had seen, this room was quite bare, too. Allan wondered if it had always been bare or if this was a recent change. He would have to remember to ask Edward when he had a chance.

      

      The door opened and the Duke walked in. “No need to stand,” he said, as he came to the chair next to Allan. He sat down, looked at Allan, and said, “I take it you are here to discuss the marriage settlement.”

      

      Allan didn’t expect this to be brought up so quickly. He at least thought that the Duke would make a bit of small talk before jumping into the marriage settlement, and Allan had not officially asked for Esther’s hand. “Yes, Your Grace, I am,” Allan replied.

      

      The Duke nodded. “I assumed that was the case. Esther and her mother and sister are in London, but before she left, I discussed this with her.”

      

      Allan was disappointed that Esther was not there.

      

      “She informed me that she told you a bit about my current state of affairs. Imagine my surprise when all three of my daughters decide to marry in a year’s time.”

      

      Allan wasn’t sure if he should laugh or not, but based on the Duke’s expression, which was not one of happiness, he decided not to.

      

      “I am sure that we can work something out,” Allan said. “I love your daughter, and I want to marry her. Because of that, I am willing to compromise with the terms of the marriage settlement, even if it isn’t traditional. In fact, Your Grace, I have already talked to my lawyer about it.”

      

      “I see,” said the Duke. “What did you have in mind?”

      

      “I know that you are facing two of your daughters marrying at once, and that you have just married off your third daughter,” Allan explained. “So, my proposal is that you can pay for Esther’s marriage settlement over time instead of right now.”

      

      “This is an idea,” the Duke said, and finally, Allan saw a change in his expression. “It would, of course, make paying two dowries easier on me.”

      

      Allan nodded. “I figured as much. I want to make this easy for everyone involved. My main focus is to marry your daughter, if you will allow it, and the rest of it, I believe, will fall into place.”

      

      The Duke nodded back and looked directly at Allan. “If you are willing to work with me, I will give you permission to marry my daughter.”

      

      Allan smiled widely, and said, “Thank you, Your Grace. I assure you that I will never hurt her and that I will care for her the rest of our days. There is, however, one more caveat that I would like to discuss with you, and it has nothing to do with the marriage settlement. We can allow our lawyers to work that out. What I really need to speak with you about has to do with Esther and the orphan, Julia.”
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        * * *

      

      “Ruth, this linen is simply beautiful, and it would look so nice with your eyes.”

      

      Esther was with her mother and sister, Ruth, in a London dress shop finding fabric for Ruth’s wedding gown. Though she was happy to be here, she couldn’t help but wonder what was happening at home. She knew that her father and Allan would be meeting while they were away, and it was difficult to concentrate on anything else other than that.

      

      “Mother,” Ruth said, “I want a color that is more like me. I explained that already.”

      

      “This is very feminine, Ruth,” her mother replied. “It is almost the same color as Mary’s gown. Are you saying that her gown wasn’t beautiful?”

      

      Esther had to step away from the squabbling. It was not unusual for Ruth and her mother to disagree, but Esther was not interested in witnessing it once again.

      

      As she walked through the dress shop and noticed the different bolts of cloth, she fell into thoughts of her own wedding gown and what she wanted. She was thinking of something light green in color, as Allan had mentioned how beautiful her ball gown was. It, of course, was light green.

      

      Allan must be with her father today. Though she, her mother, and sister had left yesterday, they would be returning tonight, and she couldn’t imagine that her father would set up a meeting with all of them home.

      

      “Esther, what do you think of this pale yellow?”

      

      Esther turned towards her mother. “I like it, Mother, but I agree with Ruth. The color looked much better on Mary.”

      

      She could only hope that when they came shopping for her gown things would go more smoothly. She and her mother rarely argued, so she could likely feel good about that. However, there was something else weighing on her mind. She knew that Allan and Edward would be meeting with Mr. Smith, soon, and that was worrying to Esther.

      

      “We have decided on this blue color,” Ruth said to her. “What do you think?” Ruth held up the bolt to show Esther.

      

      “Oh, Ruth,” she said. “I think it is absolutely lovely.”

      

      Ruth beamed, and said, “Did you see anything that you might like for your gown?”

      

      Esther nodded and smiled widely.

      

      “Oh, Esther!” Ruth exclaimed. “We should get it, today!”

      

      “Oh no,” Esther said quickly. She was still half expecting something to fall through with her engagement and upcoming wedding. There were simply too many things happening in her life right now. “I think it is best if we wait. I want you to have this experience to yourself. My time will come.”

      

      “Are you sure?” Ruth asked.

      

      “Yes, I am sure.” Esther replied. “The cloth will still be here when it’s my turn to get my gown.”

      

      Ruth smiled and nodded. “Yes, I’m sure it will be. You will be shopping for your gown before you know it.”

      

      “I will,” Esther smiled, as she watched her mother giving direction on the gown to the seamstress.

      

      “Mother and I decided that we will go have tea in London before we leave,” Ruth said. “Is that acceptable?”

      

      “Oh, of course,” Esther said. “Actually, I think that is a wonderful idea, because I still haven’t told the two of you the plan to save Julia, and I want your opinions.”

      

      “Excellent, then,” Ruth replied. “As soon as mother is done, we will leave. So much is happening in our lives, Esther, and it all sounds good to me. I hope that the news about Julia is just as good.”

      

      Esther nodded. “I don’t know if what I have to tell you is good,” she said. “But I hope that the final outcome is better than anything I could imagine.”

      

      Ruth smiled at her. “Esther, if you have Allan on your side, I am sure that the two of you can do anything.”

      

      Esther’s heart began beating wildly, and she beamed. “You know what, Ruth?” Esther replied. “I think you are right.”
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        * * *

      

      The discussion with Esther’s father had gone much better than Allan could have thought. They not only were able to talk about his upcoming marriage, which the Duke had approved, but they had come to a preliminary agreement for the marriage settlement and discussed the plan for Julia.

      

      Now, all Allan had to do was get in touch with his lawyer to set everything up and talk to Edward about getting Julia. He also, of course, had to officially ask Esther to marry him. Fortunately, they had plans to meet at Edward’s and Mary’s over the weekend, and her entire family would be there.

      

      Edward and Mary were kind enough to host a dinner for the family, and it would be an intimate gathering where only Esther, Ruth, Mary, their parents, Harry, Edward, and Allan would be in attendance. It would be the perfect time for Allan to officially ask for Esther’s hand.

      

      Allan had arrived back to his home and was sitting in his office thinking about all of this. He couldn’t believe all of the events that had led up to where he was now. He was in love, he was planning to be married, and he had another plan for Julia, which would eventually change all of their lives. He was also waiting for his friend, Oliver, to arrive.

      

      I am happy.

      

      “My Lord?”

      

      Clark was standing in the door.

      

      “General Blackmore has arrived. He is waiting in the sitting room.”

      

      “Thank you so much, Clark,” Allan replied. “Please tell him I will be there in a moment.”

      

      “Very well, My Lord,” Clark replied before walking out.

      

      He and Oliver had a lot to catch up on, and Allan was looking forward to seeing his best friend.

      

      Allan straightened up his desk, and then, as usual when meeting with Oliver, he made sure that his appearance was top notch. He brushed his shoulders with his hands and looked down to make sure his boots were shining.

      

      Once he was pleased with his appearance, Allan made his way to the sitting room. Oliver was sitting on the sofa on the left side of the room, and he rose as Allan walked in.

      

      “My friend,” Oliver said as Allan approached him. “You look very well.”

      

      Allan smiled. “I am, Blackmore,” he said. “I’m very well.” He reached out to take Oliver’s hand to shake it. “It is so nice to see you.”

      

      “Same here,” Oliver said.

      

      “Please, sit,” Allan said, motioning to the sofa. “Do you need a drink? Wine?”

      

      “Yes,” Oliver replied. “That would be wonderful.”

      

      “I think I will have some, too,” Allan said, and at that moment, the footman behind him sprang into action.

      

      “What has been happening, Wiltshire?” Oliver asked him, as he took a glass of wine from the footman.

      

      Allan, too, took a glass as it was presented to him. “Well now,” he said, followed by a sip, “I am trying to remember where we last left off with the continuing saga of my life.” He chuckled.

      

      Oliver laughed, and then said, “The last time we talked you were talking about courting Lady Esther Nott and your cousin, Edward, was holding a ball.”

      

      Allan nodded. “Then I have a lot to tell you.”

      

      Allan began to rehash what happened at the ball, and how he had danced with Esther two times. At this, Oliver was surprised a bit, but seemed happy for him.

      

      “However, after the ball, and after my wonderful time with Esther, something happened,” Allan explained.

      

      “Oh?” asked Oliver.

      

      “Bridget Crampton came here,” Allan said.

      

      “She came here?” Oliver said, sitting up straight in his seat. He looked surprised. “To your home?”

      

      Allan nodded. “She did.”

      

      “What did she want?” Oliver asked.

      

      “She came to tell me that she had a child…and that the child was mine,” Allan said.

      

      “What?” Oliver stuttered. “No!”

      

      Allan nodded. “For awhile, I even believed it.”

      

      “Wait,” Oliver said looking stunned. “So, it’s not true.”

      

      Allan shook his head. “It is not true. She later admitted it. Thankfully, Edward helped me get to the bottom of it.”

      

      “Whose child is it?” Oliver asked. “Why would she do this?”

      

      “I don’t know whose child she is,” Allan admitted. “As for why Bridget did it, she was hoping that I would support her and her child and she would get a better life.”

      

      Oliver gasped. “Just as you thought!”

      

      “Yes,” Allan said, nodding. “But it wasn’t only her behind this.”

      

      “What?” Oliver asked. “This is insanity!”

      

      Allan nodded again. “Yes, it is,” he agreed. “Edward was able to get that much out of her. Someone has a vendetta against me, it seems, and wanted to destroy my reputation.”

      

      “Who would do such a thing?” Oliver said.

      

      Allan shook his head. “We don’t know. Bridget refuses to speak.”

      

      “And what of Esther?” Oliver asked. “Where does she fall into all of this now?”

      

      “Well,” Allan said. “For a while, she and I stopped talking. She wasn’t willing to accept that I had a bastard child, and I certainly cannot blame her for that. After the truth came out, though, we have since reconnected.”

      

      “Oh?” Oliver said. “Tell me more.”

      

      “I have just today sent my lawyer to meet with her father’s lawyer to create the marriage settlement,” Allan responded with a large smile on his face.

      

      Oliver stood up quickly. “Wiltshire!” he shouted. “Congratulations! This deserves a toast. To you and your future wife, may you live long and have much success.”

      

      Allan stood and toasted Oliver. He was happier than he had ever been in his life, and he couldn’t imagine a better outcome.

      

      “Thank you, my friend,” Allan said. “Of course I would like you to be at the wedding as a representative of my family. Edward and Harry will be there, of course, but I want you there.”

      

      “I wouldn’t think of missing it, Wiltshire,” Oliver said.

      

      “Good,” replied Allan with a chuckle. “Because thanks to you, I will be alive to attend my own wedding.”
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      “I cannot believe that you are going to see Allan in only a couple of minutes!” Ruth said, as their carriage pulled up in front of Edward and Mary’s home. “Can you imagine how excited he is to see you, too?”

      

      Esther was extremely excited to see Allan, but she also had butterflies in her stomach. She assumed that these feelings were normal, especially because this was the first time since she and Allan had gotten close that her entire family would be together with him, including her parents.

      

      “I hope he is as excited as I am,” Esther said. She looked out of the window as her parents, who were in the carriage ahead of them, exited and greeted Edward and Mary.

      

      “He isn’t standing with Edward and Mary,” Ruth observed. “Perhaps he isn’t here yet.”

      

      “It is possible,” Esther said. “I have to be honest, though. I’m very happy not to see Harry.”

      

      “I am, too,” Ruth agreed. “He is so depressing when he’s around. All he seems to do is brood.”

      

      “Yes,” said Esther. She looked at Ruth. “How does my hair look?”

      

      Rose had done extra curls in her hair today, as she knew that Esther would be seeing Allan. She tried, for the entire carriage ride, to not move her hair much, as she didn’t want the curls to fall out.

      

      Ruth looked at her and smiled. “It looks absolutely beautiful,” she said. “Rose always does such a wonderful job on your hair.”

      

      Esther nodded. “Yes, she does, and thank you!” She felt the carriage began to move again. It only moved a few feet, and then came to a stop.

      

      The coachman came around to the side of the carriage, and opened the door. He extended his hand, which Esther took, and she stepped out. Bolt, the butler, was showing her parents inside, so she waited for Ruth, and then the two of them walked towards Edward and Mary.

      

      As Esther got close to them, she could see that they were beaming. Mary immediately held her arms out to embrace her older sister, who then said, “Esther, you look so beautiful. Allan will not know what to think when he sees you.”

      

      She hugged Mary, and then said, “Is he here yet?”

      

      Mary shook her head. “No, but we are expecting him soon. He sent word that he had to finish up business dealings this morning.”

      

      “Oh,” Esther said. She felt a bit disappointed.

      

      “Don’t worry, though,” Edward said, breaking into the conversation. “This way, he won’t be distracted this weekend.” He smiled widely.

      

      Esther nodded and said, “That is an excellent point!” She then embraced Edward while Ruth and Mary greeted each other.

      

      “As soon as Bolt returns, he can take you up to your normal rooms,” Edward said. “I have asked your father to join me in the drawing room, and I believe Mary wants to meet with the two of you and your mother for tea on the veranda.”

      

      “Yes, that is correct,” Mary said. “Please settle in, and meet me there in about an hour?”

      

      “That sounds excellent,” Esther said.

      

      “We wouldn’t miss it,” Ruth replied.

      

      “Ahh,” Edward said. “Here’s Bolt now.”

      

      Bolt walked out with a smile, and said “Good afternoon, My Ladies. Please, follow me.”

      

      Esther and Ruth waved to Mary and Edward and followed Bolt. Their staff followed with their luggage.

      

      Esther turned around as she was walking in and saw a carriage in the distance. She hoped, with all of her heart, that it was Allan.
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        * * *

      

      “No Harry?” Allan asked Edward as they greeted each other.

      

      Edward shook his head. “He has made himself very scarce recently,” Edward explained. “He barely speaks to me, and then, only due to necessity.”

      

      Mary nodded sadly. “It’s a shame,” she said. “I believe this relationship between you and Esther hit him hard.”

      

      “I understand, of course,” Allan said. “I thought he would have moved past that by now.”

      

      “Me, too,” Edward said. “But, if anything, it is getting worse. He doesn’t even join us for meals anymore.”

      

      “I told Edward that Esther would never have chosen him, even if you were never part of her life,” Mary said. “I almost wonder if Harry believes that you stole her from him or something?”

      

      Allan nodded. “Of course, that is not what happened,” he said. “But Harry has never had a practical mind.”

      

      “I agree,” said Edward. “I’m hoping that he comes around. After you are married, he will have to.”

      

      “I hope he does,” Allan said.

      

      “Speaking of marriage,” Edward asked with a smile. “Will you make it official today?”

      

      Allan returned his smile, and said, “Yes, of course. I couldn’t be happier.”

      

      “Excellent. The family is here,” Edward said. “Mary is meeting with her sisters and mother on the veranda for tea, and when you get settled in, I hope you will join me and the Duke of Aishling in the drawing room.”

      

      Allan’s stomach flipped. Though he believed that the Duke liked him, meeting with a future father-in-law was always a bit nerve-racking.

      

      “That will be wonderful,” Allan said.

      

      Edward must have been able to sense his nervousness. “Don’t worry, Cousin,” he said with a smile. “I’ll be there to support you.”

      

      Allan chuckled. “I appreciate it.”

      

      “Are you ready, My Lord?”

      

      Bolt was waiting to escort him into the house to settle in. “I’m as ready as I will ever be,” Allan replied.
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        * * *

      

      There was a light breeze flowing over Esther’s face. It felt good and seemed to calm her. Mary had informed her that Allan had arrived when she came to meet them for tea, and as the tea was poured, Mary explained that Allan was meeting with Edward and their father.

      

      “Who knows what they are talking about in there,” Mary said. “I have to admit that I am happier to be out here.”

      

      “Oh, me too,” their mother replied. “I believe this is a much nicer setting, plus, we don’t have to listen to talk of business, money, nor politics. I suggest you all remember that as you grow and develop in your relationships.”

      

      All three sisters laughed. Mary turned to Ruth and said, “How are your wedding preparations?”

      

      “Oh, very well,” Ruth replied. “Mother, Esther and I were just in London to buy the material for my gown. It is gorgeous, and I cannot wait to see the final outcome.”

      

      “I’m sure it will be lovely, Ruth,” Mary said. “It is hard to imagine anything not looking good on you.”

      

      “Oh, Mary,” Ruth replied. “That’s so nice of you to say.”

      

      Mary smiled, and then turned to Esther. “I can say the same about our oldest sister.”

      

      Esther felt herself blush. “Thank you, Mary.” She took a sip of tea. “Though I don’t know if I would ever look as beautiful as you did on your wedding day.”

      

      Mary and Ruth both laughed. “All of you were and will be stunning,” their mother said. “Your father and I are very blessed to have three lovely daughters.”

      

      Mary then turned towards Esther. “Are you looking forward to seeing Allan?”

      

      “Oh, very much so,” Esther replied. She couldn’t contain her smile. “Just knowing he is here is making me happy.”

      

      Mary laughed. “Of course, it is! You are in love!”

      

      Esther blushed again and nodded. “Yes,” she said. “I am.”

      

      Both of her sisters and her mother were beaming.

      

      “I can’t wait to get to know him better,” her mother said. “I have heard much about him from Mary, of course, but I want to get to know him, too.”

      

      “Oh, you will, Mother,” Esther replied. “I just know you will adore him as much as I do.”

      

      Her mother nodded, and then took a sip of tea.

      

      “Esther,” Ruth said with surprise in her voice.

      

      “What?” Esther replied.

      

      “Turn around,” Ruth said.

      

      Esther turned in her seat and gasped. Allan was walking towards her. Her heart immediately started beating wildly, and she couldn’t control the smile that had spread across her face. It took all that she could to not run into his arms.

      

      She could see him smiling as he got closer, and he waved. She lifted her hand and waved back. She noticed that he was walking fast, almost galloping towards her.

      

      “Esther!” he said loudly so that she could hear. He waved again.

      

      He was so close to her now that she could see the small details of his face and the chiseled look of his body.

      

      “Hello,” he said, looking directly into her eyes.

      

      “Hello, Allan,” she said.

      

      “It’s so nice to see you,” he replied. She had forgotten how green his eyes were. He then turned towards her mother and said, “Your Grace, it is wonderful to see you.”

      

      “And you,” her mother replied. He then greeted Ruth and Mary, before again turning towards Esther.

      

      “I couldn’t wait to see you, Esther,” he said. She could hear his voice quivering, so she knew that he was nervous. “There is something I want to ask you, and I figured the sooner I do it, the closer we will be to our future. Will you be my wife?”

      

      The tears filled her eyes quickly, and Esther nodded. She was trembling. “Yes, Allan,” she said. “Yes, I will be your wife.”
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        * * *

      

      “I hear we have two weddings to plan now,” Esther’s father said when she walked into the drawing room before dinner. Allan watched as he opened his arms to embrace her, and she fell into them. He saw them talking amongst themselves, and she looked so happy. He was ecstatic that he could do that for her.

      

      Now that they were engaged, it was true, there was a wedding for Esther to plan. But he knew that there were other plans in motion, including dealing with Mr. Smith. Edward said he had some news about it, but he also said he wanted to make sure that Esther and Allan had a moment to celebrate their engagement.

      

      Esther was walking towards him, and Allan thought how lucky he was. Not only was she a phenomenal person, but she was incredibly attractive, and now that he knew she would be his wife, she was even more appealing to him, as he knew that he would have the chance to fully explore her body and run his hands around every curve. The thought was arousing to him and he felt his body respond.

      

      “I didn’t think this was possible,” Allan said. “But you look even more ravishing this evening than you did during tea.”

      

      Esther smiled, and Allan wanted to take her in his arms, but he had to resist. “Thank you, Allan,” she said. “That is so very nice of you.”

      

      Allan nodded. “Now that everything is official, we need to choose a date for the wedding,” he said. “Unless, of course, you wish to go to Gretna Green.” He smirked.

      

      Esther laughed, and then she said, “No, I don’t want to go to Gretna Green, but I also don’t want to have a large wedding. I would prefer you, me, our family, and a vicar.”

      

      “Of course, Dearest,” he said. He had never called her anything but Esther, so he even surprised himself. “I am happy with anything that makes you happy.”

      

      She beamed. “I simply want to be with you. Isn’t it obvious?”

      

      Allan nodded. “Yes,” he said with a smile. “I, too, only want the same. Let’s set the wedding date for a month from now.”

      

      “That is perfect, Allan,” Esther said. “I will inform my family.”

      

      “Fine, you love birds,” Edward said as he approached them. He had a smile on his face. “Esther, my wife has asked for you to come join them for a drink before dinner, and I need to speak with my cousin.”

      

      “Of course,” Esther said. She turned to Allan and grinned at him.

      

      “I will speak to you soon,” he said to her.

      

      He watched as she walked away, paying close attention to her backside, which was perfectly round like a sweet plum. Thinking of her body led him to think of bedding her, and the vision in Allan’s head was scandalous, at best, yet it excited him greatly.

      

      “I remember being where you are now,” Edward said with a laugh. His comment made Allan jump, as he was lost in thought about being in bed with Esther. “It is well worth it when the time comes.”

      

      “I was trying to be less obvious,” Allan said jokingly.

      

      “It wasn’t very obvious,” Edward replied. “Probably only to me because I was just there not long ago.”

      

      Allan nodded and laughed. Edward’s face, however, got more serious.

      

      “I hate to change the subject, but I want to talk to you about Mr. Smith, Allan,” he said. Allan could tell by the look on his cousin’s face that things were not going as smoothly as they had hoped.

      

      “First,” Edward said, “The good news. Mr. Smith has agreed to part with Julia.”

      

      “Great,” said Allan. “That is wonderful news, right?”

      

      Edward paused, and then said, “Yes.”

      

      “What’s the bad news, then?” Allan asked with curiosity.

      

      “The bad news,” Edward said, “is that he wants double the price that we offered for her. He said that she is untouched and a perfect specimen, and because of this, he can only accept double.”

      

      Allan didn’t know what to say, but he could feel the anger welling up inside of him. He had specifically set aside the money necessary for this transaction, and now he would have to go deeper into the coffers.

      

      “Is he serious?” Allan asked Edward.

      

      “He’s very serious,” Edward said. “And I even thought of going to take the child by force, but he will not reveal her location. I don’t believe that she is there with him.”

      

      Allan nodded. “Have you informed Mary?”

      

      Edward shook his head. “No,” he said. “I wanted to talk to you about that, too. As I have been corresponding with this horrible little man, I feel as if I don’t want to expose Mary to him. I think it’s best to leave Mary and Esther out of it, and just inform them that Julia is safe after the fact.”

      

      “I agree with that,” Allan said. “I do not want to put Esther in any type of danger.”

      

      Edward nodded. “Yes, Cousin. We don’t want this man to even know that Esther and Mary exist.”

      

      “Listen, Edward.” Allan said. “I think you know what is best. I will come up with the rest of the money. Please contact Mr. Smith and tell him that I agree. We cannot let Julia stay in these conditions any longer than she absolutely has to.”

      

      “Yes,” Edward said. “I will set it up as quickly as I can. It is very important that we get this set up before the wedding, and we must make sure that Esther and Mary don’t find out about it. I know my wife, and if her sister is the same, she won’t settle with sitting aside while I do all of the dirty work.”

      

      “Good,” Allan replied. “The wedding is a month from today.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

        

      

    

    
      “I cannot believe that you are going to be married in only a fortnight,” Ruth said, as she was helping Esther and Mary discuss the wedding breakfast. Mary and Edward were visiting as Edward had business in the area.

      

      “I know,” Esther said with a big grin. “It is happening so quickly!”

      

      “It certainly is,” said Mary. “Since you are getting married in the parish church, have you gotten your license?”

      

      “Not yet,” said Esther. “We will get it soon. Allan will be here when they return, so we should be able to do it this week.”

      

      While Edward was in the area, Allan had come to meet him. They had been a bit private about what it was that they were doing, exactly, but Mary believed that it had something to do with a special wedding gift.

      

      “Yes,” Mary said. “Though who knows when they will be back. Edward said it could be a couple of hours or a day-long excursion.”

      

      “Hmm,” Ruth said. “That’s strange that they wouldn’t tell you what they were doing. Though, I guess if Mary is right, and it is a special wedding gift, then they might be unsure of the timing or might even be trying to trick you!”

      

      Esther laughed. “I just want him to get back safe. I’m sure Mary agrees.”

      

      “Of course, I do!” Mary said with a smile. Her expression soon changed, though. “Speaking of Edward and Allan, though,” she said. “Do we know what the status is of little Julia?”

      

      Esther shook her head. “No,” she said. “We don’t know her status at the moment, and from what I have heard, Mr. Smith has not been very responsive to Edward’s pleas.”

      

      “Yes, I knew that, of course,” Mary said, “Though I was hoping you have heard of her well-being.”

      

      “Unfortunately, I haven’t,” Esther replied. “It is the one thing that is bringing a shadow over my days. Otherwise, I am so very happy.”

      

      “I’m sure Edward will solve the problem before we know it,” Mary said. “In the meantime, let’s get back to the wedding breakfast preparations.”
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        * * *

      

      “Do we have a plan for what we will do should Mr. Smith not allow us to take Julia?” Allan asked his cousin, Edward.

      

      “No,” Edward said. “I am going into this with a positive attitude that he will keep his word.”

      

      Allan was silent for a moment and looked out of the window of the carriage. They would be at the orphanage soon.

      

      “I am hoping for the best, too,” Allan replied. “I’m not sure I could tell Esther if we fail at this.”

      

      “Failure is not an option, in my opinion,” Edward said. “We have to make this happen.”

      

      “I agree, Cousin,” Allan said.

      

      “Allan, I also want to give you some advice,” Edward said. “Mr. Smith believes that you are buying Julia as a plaything. You shouldn’t give him any indication otherwise. If he believes that we are going to buy her for our intentions, he may raise the price again or he might not let her go, at all.”

      

      Allan nodded, and a sickening feeling came over him. “I agree to do it, though I hate it.”

      

      “So do I,” Edward replied. “But if we can get through this, we can guarantee Julia a life that she could never imagine.”

      

      “We will also guarantee that Esther will adore me forever,” Allan said, in an attempt to lighten the mood.

      

      Edward chuckled. “Yes,” he replied. “This will certainly guarantee that.”

      

      Allan looked out of the window again, and he could see a large, gloomy building looming in the distance. Though the day had previously been sunny and warm, it seemed as if the sky darkened as they approached.

      

      “This isn’t very cheery,” Edward said.

      

      “No,” Allan agreed. “I guess, however, it is as I imagined.”

      

      “True,” Edward replied. “Based on Esther’s description of Mr. Smith and now seeing this place on my own, I think we need to get Julia out of here as soon as possible.”

      

      Allan just nodded. The carriage got closer, and he could see that the orphanage was is great disrepair. The building, which was made of stone, seemed to be crumbling, and it looked as if it was totally uninhabitable.

      

      As they pulled up to the front of the orphanage, a shiver went through Allan’s body. He suddenly felt cold, too, as the area felt devoid of any warmth.

      

      The carriage stopped, and he and Edward looked at each other, though they remained silent. The coachman got out of the carriage and came around to the side. He opened the door and Edward stepped out first, followed by Allan.

      

      “Shall I wait here, Your Grace?” the coachman asked Edward.

      

      Edward nodded. “Yes, please. I am hoping this doesn’t take long.”

      

      “Very good, Your Grace,” the coachman replied and then walked around to the driver’s seat.

      

      Edward looked at Allan. “Are you ready for this?” he asked.

      

      Allan nodded. “Let’s just get it over with.”

      

      The two gentlemen walked towards the decrepit door and had to maneuver around several puddles of acrid water before they were close enough to knock. Allan could feel himself sinking into the putrid mud with every step.

      

      Edward reached out and knocked on the door, and then took a step back to wait for it to open.

      

      After a moment of no response, Allan looked at him and said, “Perhaps try again?”

      

      Edward leaned forward again and knocked a bit harder this time. Still no response.

      

      “Shall I try again?” Edward asked.

      

      Allan nodded. “One more time. He is supposed to be expecting us, today.”

      

      Edward again stepped towards the door, ready to knock, when it began to open. He pulled away from the doorway and Allan saw that it was a female, dressed in ragged clothing. She was middle-aged, and had very sharp, unappealing features for a woman. Her eyes were thin and mostly expressionless, except for a look of disgust at the two men before her.

      

      “Are you here to see Mr. Smith?” she asked.

      

      “Yes, Miss,” Edward replied.

      

      “It’s Miss Honora,” the woman said. “It doesn’t matter what your name is. I know what you are here for. Follow me.”

      

      So much for a warm reception.

      

      Allan and Edward looked at each other and walked through the doorway. Honora closed the door behind them, and then began to lead them through a series of winding hallways. The inside of the orphanage was damp and cold, and there was certainly an odor that made Allan feel uncomfortable. It was a mixture of mold, human waste, and rotten food. The only good thing was that Allan had yet to see signs of any children.

      

      “Are there children housed here?” he asked as they turned a corner.

      

      “Of course,” Honora said. “Isn’t that why you are here?”

      

      “Oh,” Allan replied. “Yes. I didn’t know if they were here or in another area.”

      

      “Only our best offerings are kept here,” Honora explained. “You have chosen well. In fact, she might be the best we have had in years.”

      

      The conversation was making Allan uncomfortable.

      

      “Which one of you is the buyer?” Honora asked.

      

      “He is,” Edward replied, gesturing towards Allan. “I have had some good experiences in this…industry…and when I told him about it, he was very interested.”

      

      “I see,” Honora said. She then turned to Allan. “You should be very pleased.”

      

      The trio came to a dead end with a single door, which Honora opened. The room was empty with the exception of a couple of chairs in the center. The odor of mold was strong, and Allan sneezed.

      

      “God bless you,” Honora said. She smiled. “Please, have a seat.” She gestured to the chairs. “Mr. Smith will be with you shortly.”

      

      Honora turned and left the room, closing the door behind her. Allan looked at Edward, who simply nodded, and then looked around the room. It was very damp and dark, and he noticed a large spider walking up the wall. He hoped that they could get out of there quickly.

      

      Edward sat in one of the chairs, and Allan walked over to the chair next to it and also sat. He could hear the dirt and debris in the room crunching under his feet. He wondered when this room had been cleaned last.

      

      He heard some noises out in the hallway but had yet to hear or see anything that indicated there were children here, even though Honora has said otherwise. Suddenly, the door opened and a frail, small, thin man walked in. He was dressed neatly and his graying hair was slicked back. He smiled, and Allan noticed that he was missing several teeth, which made him look even more disgusting than Allan already thought.

      

      “Ahh,” the man said quietly. “Which of you are the buyer?”

      

      Allan reluctantly raised his hand. “I am the buyer.”

      

      “It is my distinct pleasure to meet you,” the man said. “I am Mr. Victor Smith, and I will be the one finishing up this transaction with you.” He reached out his hand for Allan to shake.

      

      Allan cringed as he reached out to take the Mr. Smith’s hand, and he hoped that it wasn’t noticeable. Mr. Smith then turned to Edward. “And you are?”

      

      “Simply a friend,” Edward replied.

      

      “He told me about this…well, the possibility of this…interaction…” Allan stammered.

      

      Mr. Smith laughed. “First time, huh?” He patted Allan on the back. “I guarantee, Friend, that it will not be the last after you get a taste of this one.”

      

      Allan forced a smile and nodded.

      

      “Now,” Mr. Smith said. “Before I bring the merchandise out, I know we have a little monetary exchange to settle.”

      

      “Yes,” Allan said. “Of course.”

      

      “We have agreed on a price, yes?” Mr. Smith asked.

      

      “We have,” Allan responded. He reached into his vest pocket and pulled out a parcel of bank notes. He handed it to Mr. Smith and said, “Please, count it. It’s all there.”

      

      Mr. Smith opened the parcel and began counting out the money. He smiled widely and said, “Yes, it is all there. Congratulations on your purchase.”

      

      Allan again forced himself to smile. “Thank you, Mr. Smith.”

      

      “I hate to run off, but I am a very busy man,” Mr. Smith replied. “Please wait here and I will have Miss Honora bring the girl in. I’m sure you are looking forward to getting her home. Everything you need, as well as her feeble possessions, are packed in the bag she will carry.”

      

      “Thank you,” Allan said.

      

      “Good day,” Mr. Smith said, as he walked out and closed the door.

      

      “This is making me sick,” Edward whispered to Allan.

      

      Allan nodded, “Me, too.”

      

      Allan stood and began pacing around the dank room. He was very nervous, yet he knew that he was doing a good thing here. He needed to tell the girl the truth as soon as possible. He didn’t want her to be frightened.

      

      The door opened again, and Honora walked in. Following her was a small child, who looked even younger than her five years. The girl was wearing a sack as a gown and it was tied around her waist with a long piece of rope. Her brown hair was long, thin and stringy, and even though the room was so dim, Allan could see that her face and skin was dirty. He even thought that she had a bruise on her cheek, but he couldn’t quite tell due to the lack of light.

      

      “Here she is,” Honora said, gently pushing the child towards Allan. The girl just stared at the ground. “She’s not much of a talker,” Honora said. “But I would say, in this situation, the less talking, the better.” The woman laughed, and it made Allan want to punish her as much as she had punished this little child.

      

      “Thank you,” Allan replied. He looked down at the girl and said, “What is your name?” He wanted to make sure that this was the right child.

      

      “Julia,” the girl whispered.

      

      “Hello, Julia,” he replied. “Is that your bag?”

      

      He noticed that she was holding a small bag, and it saddened him to know that all of her possessions were contained within it.

      

      “If that’s all you need, we are done here,” Honora said. “I’m sure you are eager to leave. I will show you out.”

      

      Honora opened the door for them and began leading them back through the maze of hallways. None of them spoke as they walked.

      

      Eventually, they got to the main doorway, which Honora opened. As the light from outside poured in, Allan got his first good look at Julia, and he noticed that his suspicions were fact; there was a hand-shaped bruise on her face. He also saw that the girls eyes squinted together tightly, and he was certain that she had not seen the sun in quite some time.

      

      “Well, I am sure I will see you again,” Honora said to Allan. “Again, enjoy your purchase.” She stepped back in and pulled the door shut behind her. Allan gently placed his hand on Julia’s back to lead her to the carriage. She jumped at his touch.

      

      He came around in front of her and kneeled. “Julia,” he said. “You are safe with me, and I’m going to take care of you, all right? You never have to go back to that place again. Do you remember Lady Esther?”

      

      At the utterance of Esther’s name, Julia’s face lit up. She smiled and nodded, and Allan could see tears forming in her eyes.

      

      “We are going to take you to her, but first, we have to take you to see your new home.”
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        * * *

      

      “I cannot believe you were gone for so long,” Esther heard Mary say from the drawing room. She was walking in the hallway towards the library and just passing by. She then heard Edward’s voice respond. Allan must be here!

      

      Esther turned towards the drawing room, and she could see Mary and Edward talking. Mary saw her standing in the doorway and motioned for her to come in.

      

      “Allan isn’t here,” Mary said.

      

      “What?” Esther replied. Her heart fell.

      

      “Everything is fine,” Edward said. “Nothing to worry about, Esther. In fact, he asked me to ask you if you would be interested in meeting at our estate next week to make final plans for the wedding. He received an urgent message and had to return home.”

      

      Esther felt the disappointment flow through her body. She was so hoping to see him and knowing that it would now be several days before she could see him again really disappointed her.

      

      She nodded. “I understand, and yes, I will meet him at your estate.”

      

      Mary said, “I will ask Ruth, too, as she will surely want to be involved in any wedding planning.” Mary then turned to Esther and said, “I know you are disappointed, but you and Allan have the rest of your lives together. You can surely wait a couple of days.”

      

      Esther smiled slightly, and then said, “Yes, Mary. You are correct. Are the two of you staying for dinner?”

      

      “No,” Edward replied. “We have to get home. I need Mary’s help with something pressing…a household issue. But we will see you soon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

        

      

    

    
      Allan and Julia were waiting in the carriage. He didn’t know what to say to her, and he was a bit upset that he could not go into the house to see Esther. However, he knew that if they were going to pull this plan off, that he would have to keep Julia hidden until the right time came.

      

      He could see Edward and Mary making their way through the main doorway of the home and she did not look happy. Allan was hoping that Edward hadn’t told her that they had Julia, and this was her response.

      

      The coachman came around to open the door for Mary, and she leaned down and came into the carriage. She saw him, and her mouth fell agape. She then saw Julia. Edward came into the carriage quickly behind her and the door was shut.

      

      “Allan!” Mary said frantically. “What are you doing here? Why didn’t you go see Esther? Who is this child?” She then turned to Edward. “I demand to know what is going on!”

      

      “Dearest, please,” Edward said with a smile. “Everything is fine. This sweet child is Julia, the orphan who Esther cared for.”

      

      Mary gasped, and then leaned towards the child. Allan could tell that she was shocked by her appearance, and immediately, he saw Mary filled with compassion and caring for the little girl.

      

      “Oh, little lamb,” Mary said softly to Julia. “I am Lady Esther’s sister. You are safe.” Allan looked at the girl who was clutching her bag tightly. She still looked very frightened, but he could tell that she was a bit more at ease with Mary in the carriage.

      

      Edward turned towards his wife and said, “Mary, I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you. We didn’t want you nor Esther involved. It was a dangerous scheme and we couldn’t bear to put either of you in danger.”

      

      Mary nodded, never taking her eyes off of the pitiful girl.

      

      Edward continued. “After much discussion, Allan has decided to take on Julia as his ward, and she will be raised in his home with Esther, and with Allan as her guardian. We will settle it all with the Court of Chancery.”

      

      “I cannot believe that the two of you did this,” Mary said, now looking at them both. “Though I am so happy that you did. Esther will be ecstatic.”

      

      Allan nodded, and said, “I hope so. I did this all for her. We will spare you the details, but just know that Julia nor Esther, will ever want for anything as long as I have a say in it.”

      

      Mary smiled, and then she turned towards Edward. “What is the plan, now?”

      

      “We will take Julia back to our estate. Allan will come, too, of course,” Edward explained. “We will then bring our lawyers out and get all of this legally sound. We know it is an unusual situation, but with the help of our legal advisors, your father, and Allan’s friend Oliver, we should have no major problems.”

      

      “You have really thought of everything.” Mary exclaimed.

      

      “I think we have,” Edward said with a chuckle. “We can, however, declare that Julia, here, is safe with us.”

      

      Mary reached over and gently touched Edward’s arm. She then looked at Allan.

      

      She said, “I always thought that Esther loved you more than anyone could love another…but after she learns of this, I think she will certainly love you more than she did before.”

      

      Allan nodded. “I just want to make our life together one that counts.”

      

      “It will count,” said Mary. “It will count more than you could ever believe.”
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        * * *

      

      Esther and Ruth were once again in a carriage pulling up in front of Mary and Edward’s estate. It had been a week since she had seen Allan, and it would only be one week more before they were married.

      

      “This might be the last ride we take together as unmarried ladies,” Ruth exclaimed with happiness. “I simply have a hard time believing that we will both be married soon. It seems like only yesterday that we were coming here for the first time. So much has changed, hasn’t it, Esther?”

      

      Esther nodded. So much had changed in her life over the past several months. She had seen her younger sister Mary become married, she had learned that her youngest sister, Ruth, was engaged, and she had skirted through Harry’s affections and ended up engaged herself to a gentleman she could only dream of. Now, their wedding was fast approaching.

      

      “So much has changed, Ruth,” Esther said, as they pulled closer to the door of the estate. “Not all of it was good, of course,” she said. “But it all ended up perfect in the end.”

      

      “Yes,” Ruth said. “You almost lost him, and I am so thankful you didn’t. I still don’t fully understand the issues with Miss Bridget Crampton, but I daresay we will get the truth at some point.”

      

      “Of course,” Esther said. “We know that someone was involved there, and though she has never mentioned who it was, all of that will come out.”

      

      “I just hope I am there when it does,” Ruth said with a laugh.

      

      The carriage was slowing as it came to the door, and it eventually stopped. Esther looked out and saw Edward, Mary, and Allan, all standing and waiting for them. Allan looked exceptionally handsome, and she couldn’t believe that he would be her husband in only a matter of days.

      

      The door opened and the coachman’s hand helped her out. Esther began to walk towards her sister, brother-in-law, and future husband. She knew that she should greet Edward, first, but all she wanted was to be with Allan.

      

      She noticed Edward looking at her, and when their eyes met, he smiled widely and cocked his head towards Allan. That was enough for her. She nodded at Edward, and then at Mary, and walked quickly towards Allan.

      

      He was smiling, and his green eyes were shining, just as they looked in her dreams each night. Allan reached out for her and held Esther by the arms. He looked deeply into her eyes, and said, “I have missed you.”

      

      She nodded, and said, “I have missed you, too, Allan.” It took all that she had to not immediately fall into his arms, and if Mary, Edward, and Ruth were not here, she shuddered at the thought of what she might be willing to do with him.

      

      “Now that you have seen your fiancé,” Mary said, “Are you going to greet your sister?”

      

      They all laughed, and Esther and Mary embraced. “We have a lot to do over the next couple of days,” Mary said. “So I suggest that you and Ruth go settle in, and we can all meet in the drawing room in an hour’s time.”

      

      Esther nodded. With the wedding happening very soon, she knew that this was true. Bolt, their butler, came to collect Esther and Ruth, and as they always did, they followed him through the hallways and up into their usual rooms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

        

      

    

    
      Allan was trying to relax. Not only were his nerves on edge due to the wedding coming up, but he was also nervous about what Esther would think about Julia.

      

      So far, Julia had settled in well. Mary had taken her under her wing, and they had even hired a governess for her, who had been working with her for a couple of days now. They had informed her that Esther would be arriving, soon, but they wanted to make sure the moment was right when they were reunited.

      

      He had not been home since returning from collecting Julia, but that was fine. He knew that this was the best place for her, considering Mary was there, and when they returned home, Esther would be there. As a gentleman, Allan didn’t have much experience dealing with young girls, so he was very happy for the help.

      

      Allan walked into the empty drawing room, and though he didn’t ask, the footman brought him a Scotch. He took a heavy drink, and then sat down on the sofa. He hoped that Esther would sit next to him, and that he could feel at least part of her body next to his. He had to admit that it was getting more difficult than he thought it would be to keep his urges for her contained. Even today, when he saw her, he fought to keep his manhood from becoming too firm and noticeable. The Scotch will help.

      

      Sitting in this room reminded him of his childhood. He had been at the house for several days already, and he had barely seen his cousin, Harry. Their relationship had never been worse, even though Allan had tried his best to repair it.

      

      The first couple of times he had seen Harry, Allan had tried to talk to him, but Harry had either made an excuse as to why he couldn’t engage in conversation or simply ignored him. The last time he had seen him, yesterday afternoon, Harry walked away from him. For now, Allan thought that it was best to let the wedding happen, and then deal with Harry over time.

      

      “My Lord?”

      

      Allan looked up. One of the footmen was addressing him.

      

      “Yes?”

      

      “His Grace will be with you shortly,” the footman replied. “He asked me to tell you that he would be a bit later than he thought.”

      

      “Oh,” Allan said, “All right.”

      

      The footman turned around and whispered with someone in the hallway. He then turned back to Allan. “Lady Esther Nott and Lady Ruth Nott are here.”

      

      Allan’s heart jumped at the sound of Esther’s name. He stood. “Please send them in.”

      

      “Yes, My Lord,” the footman said.

      

      Esther and Ruth walked in, and Allan couldn’t contain his smile at seeing his beloved. As always, she looked quite stunning, and he was almost happy that Ruth and the other staff were around, because he wanted to simply devour her body with his.

      

      “You both look lovely,” he said with a bow.

      

      “Thank you,” Ruth said. This was followed by, “So do you,” from Esther.

      

      “Edward and Mary will join us shortly,” he said. “I’m happy that the two of you could join me.”

      

      He watched as both Esther and Ruth took glasses of wine and drank. As Esther swallowed, he felt another jolt to his manhood. He didn’t want to get a full erection, so he took another sip of Scotch.

      

      “Ruth, we know how our wedding plans are going, how are yours?” Allan asked in an attempt to keep his mind off of Esther’s body.

      

      “Oh, very well, indeed.” Ruth said. “We have pushed our plans back a bit to accommodate Esther’s wedding, but we are happy to do it.”

      

      “Well, we appreciate it,” Allan said, smiling at his future sister-in-law. He then looked at Esther. “Dear, have you gotten everything in order thus far?”

      

      “Oh yes,” Esther replied. “At least as much as I can. I only want a simple ceremony, as you know, so there isn’t much more to do.”

      

      “Excellent,” Allan said. “I am certainly looking forward to being married.” He smiled at Esther and Ruth, and then saw a commotion near the door.

      

      “Are you though?”

      

      It was Harry, and he looked wild and disheveled. “Are you looking forward to it, Cousin?” Harry asked. He was obviously three sheets to the wind and he was walking right towards Allan.

      

      “No,” Harry said loudly. “You are no cousin of mine.”

      

      Allan watched as Harry then turned to Esther and Ruth. “I’m sorry, ladies. Am I interrupting your fun night?” Allan could see the shock on their faces.

      

      “Harry,” he said loudly and boldly. “I think you should leave.”

      

      “Oh, you do?” Harry said, mockingly. “Good thing I don’t care what you think. The only thing I care about is exposing you for what you are. A coward.” As Harry said those last two words he pointed at Allan, and then stumbled.

      

      “What?” Allan asked. “Why would you call me a coward?”

      

      “Because that is exactly what you are,” Harry said. He turned to Esther. “Good luck dealing with his endless nightmares. Good luck wiping his tears away when he cries like a little babe.”

      

      Allan quickly looked at Esther. She now looked puzzled.

      

      “Did he tell you that he was spending time with Bridget Crampton, alone, while he was spending time with you?” Harry spat, and continued to address Esther while moving closer to her.

      

      “My cousin…or former cousin, in my book…is a weak, broken man who was doing unspeakable things with Bridget Crampton while trying to show you that he was a perfect gentleman. This is a lie!” Harry yelled.

      

      “NO,” came a booming voice from the doorway. “Harry, stand back…NOW.” It was Edward, and Allan wasn’t sure he had ever seen his cousin so angry. His face was as red as blood and his eyes as dark as coal.

      

      Harry stepped back and slowly turned towards Edward with a sneer on his face. “Welcome, Brother,” he said. “You are just in time to hear the truth about Allan.”

      

      Edward stepped towards Harry. “I don’t know who you think you are, or what you think you know, but this is wholly inappropriate.”

      

      Harry laughed. “Inappropriate? Exposing a lie is inappropriate?”

      

      “Enough!” Edward said. Allan noticed that Mary had now joined her sisters. All three of them were totally shocked by what was happening. “Harry, if you have something to say, say it with civility. I forbid you, as your Duke, from acting like this.”

      

      Harry’s eyes got wide, and then Allan watched as a big, snarling smile spread across his face. “You forbid me?” Harry laughed. “That’s quite funny.”

      

      “Harry, I am giving you a chance to say what you want to say, but this is my home, this is my land, and if you continue to act like this, you can leave.”

      

      Allan really couldn’t believe what he was seeing or hearing. It seemed as if time had slowed. He again turned to look at Harry, who seemed to be thinking about his next move. He then laughed maniacally.

      

      “Ahhh,” Harry said. “This is exactly what you two wanted, isn’t it?” He pointed at Allan and Edward. “To make me leave…you have always wanted it, haven’t you?”

      

      “I don’t know what you are talking about, Harry,” Edward said. “But you are acting like a fool right now, and if you don’t stop, you must leave.”

      

      “Oh, I will leave,” Harry said. “But first, I have a bit of an announcement for Esther.” Allan watched as Harry turned towards her. “Allan, your beloved, has been lying to you.”

      

      Allan quickly looked at Esther and saw her face fall. He couldn’t think of anything that he had been lying about, nor had he ever lied to her.

      

      “Harry!” Edward shouted. “If you are going to make these accusations, we must do it the right way. Let us all have a seat, we will get a drink, and you can have the floor.”

      

      Allan was shocked. Was Edward against him, too? Allan turned towards his older cousin, and Edward winked at him. Thank goodness. Edward has a plan.

      

      Allan took a deep breath and sat in a chair. Beside him, Ruth and Esther sat on the sofa, and across from them, Mary and Edward had taken their seats. Harry was standing in the middle of the them all.

      

      “Now, Harry,” Edward said, “As I said, you can speak. We will all listen. However, if these accusations prove to be false, you must consent to leaving the home, immediately. I can’t have someone here who is throwing out falsities. Do you agree to this?”

      

      Harry chuckled. “Of course,” he said. “It’s all true.”

      

      “Then speak.” Edward said loudly.

      

      Harry took the final sip of Scotch from his glass, and then turned to Esther. “Now, the first accusation I have about your dear Allan is what I have already said. He was courting Miss Bridget Crampton at the same time that he was courting you.”

      

      Allan could see Esther’s expression change once again. She looked as if she were trying to figure all of this out, and he had to admit to himself that he had no idea what Harry was talking about. He certainly did not court Bridget at all unless taking a walk, with a chaperone, was considered full-blown courting.

      

      “My second accusation?” Harry looked at Allan and smiled an evil grin, “It is that Allan has a daughter.”

      

      Allan breathed a sigh of relief. Obviously, Harry had simply heard the rumor that Allan was the father of Bridget’s child.

      

      Edward stood and addressed Harry. “Are those the only accusations?”

      

      Harry nodded. “Yes,” he said. “Though we all also know that Allan is just a weak man who cries himself to sleep every night. I don’t think that’s an accusation that I have to make public.”

      

      “Very well,” Edward said. “Please, sit down. Now that you have accused Allan of this, it is only right that he can respond, correct?”

      

      Harry nodded and smirked, and then sat down in a chair next to Mary.

      

      Edward turned to Allan. “Now, Allan, you have heard Harry’s accusations against you. First, he claims that you were courting a Miss Bridget Crampton whilst concurrently courting Esther. Is this correct?”

      

      “No,” Allan said firmly.

      

      “Liar!” Harry said loudly as he held his glass out for a refill of Scotch.

      

      “Harry!” Edward said. “Let him speak.”

      

      “That is not true,” Allan said. “I have only ever courted Esther. No one else, ever.”

      

      Harry was shaking his head. “Lies, lies, lies,” he said.

      

      “Harry,” Mary interrupted. “Why do you say this?”

      

      “She told me,” Harry said. “And so did he.” He pointed to Allan.

      

      “I did no such thing,” Allan said.

      

      “Why were you speaking with Miss Bridget Crampton?” Mary asked. “How do you know her?”

      

      Allan cringed. Though he had done nothing wrong, he had preferred to keep his previous plan to reconnect with Bridget out of the conversation.

      

      “Well, I will tell you,” Harry said. “Your sister’s fiancé asked me to set up a meeting with Bridget Crampton. He wanted to explore his feelings for her. I met her in the process of setting this up.”

      

      Esther now turned to Allan and said, “Allan, is this true?” He could see the disbelief in her eyes.

      

      He nodded. “Yes,” he said to her. “This is true. However, this was before I ever developed strong feelings for you. I saw Bridget Crampton very briefly during a visit to her town. I saw her a second time, and did walk with her and a chaperone, a couple of weeks after that.”

      

      “And?” Esther asked.

      

      “And that was it,” Allan said. “I knew within moments of beginning the walk that I only had feelings for you, Esther.”

      

      He could see a slight smile forming on her face and hoped that was a good sign. “The moment I got home I contacted Edward to hold the ball, because that was the fastest way that I knew to make my feelings for you evident.”

      

      “This is true,” Edward said. He then turned to Harry who was no longer smiling. In fact, he looked like he was fuming as he sat there, though quiet. “Did you only see Miss Crampton one time, Harry?”

      

      Harry was silent. Again, Allan thought that it looked like he was planning his next steps.

      

      “I think we can address the second accusation at this time, too,” Edward said. “All of us in this room know that Allan does not have a child. Miss Crampton admitted that she made the entire story up at the urging of a mysterious man.”

      

      Harry suddenly looked shocked, and Allan got a terrible feeling in the pit of his stomach. Did Harry do this? Did he set this up?

      

      Allan looked up at Edward who had a puzzled look on his face as he looked at his brother. “Harry? Did you convince Miss Crampton to tell Allan that he was the father of her child? Please tell me you didn’t.”

      

      Harry laughed wildly. “Of course, I did! Not only did I convince her to do it, I paid her to do it. She’s a greedy little harlot. Money hungry…it’s amazing what women like her will do when you throw a few coins her way.”

      

      “Why?” Allan said, still reeling from the shock of Harry admitting that he had set this up. “Why would you do that to me? We are family.”

      

      Harry turned to him with daggers in his eyes. “Why would you steal Esther from me?”

      

      “Steal Esther?” Allan heard coming from behind him. “Steal Esther?” Ester was on her feet and she looked angry. Allan hoped he never would have to see that look again. “Allan didn’t steal me. I was never yours, I never would be yours, and I never wanted to be yours to steal. I was polite to you, and that is as far as it ever went. I love Allan, I will marry Allan, and I will live the rest of my life happy to be Allan’s wife.”

      

      Harry’s face was cold and showed no emotion. “I see,” he replied.

      

      Edward stepped in at that point and turned towards his brother. “I am ashamed of you, Harry, and I cannot fathom why you would ever do this.”

      

      “Why?” Harry said. “Allan had everything. He had the family praising him at every turn and is constantly being told how brave he is. When people hear that we are related, they always talk about how Allan brought valor to the Bishop name. He took all of that, and then he also took Esther. He doesn’t deserve any of it, including Esther.”

      

      “That is for Esther to decide, of course,” Edward said. “But I daresay you would find no one else in his country who doesn’t believe that Allan shouldn’t be praised for his valor.”

      

      “I admit it,” Harry said. “My plan to sabotage the relationship between Allan and Ester has failed. Or has it not?” Harry once again smirked.

      

      “What do you mean, Harry?” Edward asked.

      

      “Though it is true that Bridget Crampton’s daughter does not belong to Allan, I daresay he is still a father,” Harry announced defiantly.

      

      Allan looked at him, confused. “I don’t know what you are talking about, Harry.”

      

      Harry turned to him with a look of disgust. “If you don’t have a daughter, who is the little girl who is here with you? I saw you walk in with her and I have seen your interactions.” Harry smiled wildly.

      

      Allan’s heart sank. He was hoping to save telling Esther about Julia until their wedding day, but now, that was over. He glanced over to her, and he could immediately see how confused she was.

      

      Edward moved towards Harry. “You are to leave this property, immediately. You are not to come back until I give my permission. I will inform all of the staff. Tonight, you can sleep in the groom’s quarters.”

      

      Harry looked at Allan, and then Allan watched as he turned to Esther. He said, “I loved you,” and then he turned and walked out of the doorway.

      

      Edward then turned to the closest footman and said, “Please get Bolt. Have him bring the girl to me, and please do it now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

        

      

    

    
      In the whole of Esther’s life, she had never quite seen anything like what had occurred in front of her eyes this evening. Harry was totally up in arms, and he had shown his true self.

      

      She didn’t know what to think of everything that had happened, and she was quite curious about this girl whom Edward was talking about. How had Allan been spending time with a child and none of them knew? Ruth looked quite confused, as well, though Mary was quiet and looked to the ground.

      

      Esther then looked over at Allan. He had sat down again, his head in his hands, and she knew that he was feeling a bit defeated. From what she had heard, he had done nothing wrong, yet he had just found out that he had been betrayed by one of his only family members. She felt for him and knew that she would have to be strong for him.

      

      Allan looked up at that moment, and his eyes met hers. For a brief moment she thought that he looked very sad, but then she saw the smile forming on his mouth and she just knew that everything would be all right.

      

      The room was silent as they all waited for Bolt. Mary continued to stare at the ground and Ruth looked just as confused as Esther was. Edward just paced and looked as if he were fuming.

      

      The door opened and a footman walked through. He looked at Edward and said, “Your Grace, Bolt is collecting the child.”

      

      “Thank you,” Edward replied. He then looked at Allan. “I will go to meet them.” Edward then left the room.

      

      Allan turned to Esther and said, “I was hoping to not tell you this until our wedding day, assuming you still wish to be married.”

      

      She nodded, and said, “Of course I still want to marry you, but I would be lying if I said that I understand what is going on.”

      

      He smiled, and then said, “As soon as Edward gets back, all will be revealed.”

      

      Again, the door opened, and a footman walked in. “His Grace, the Duke of Daftwood,” he said, before stepping aside. In walked Edward and a little girl. She looked to be about five years old, and she had her hair curled and styled. There was something familiar about her to Esther, though she didn’t know where she would have seen this child before.

      

      Edward looked at Allan. “Do you want to explain, or should I?”

      

      Allan stood and said, “I shall do it. She is my ward.”

      

      Ward?

      

      Allan looked at the girl, and she smiled back at him. Esther gasped. It was Julia.

      

      “Julia?” she said, her eyes suddenly filling with tears. The girl nodded, Esther bent down, and Julia ran directly into Esther’s arms. Esther held the girl tightly and felt the tears running down her cheeks.

      

      “I missed you,” Julia whispered.

      

      “I missed you, too, Julia,” Esther said back. She stood up and held Julia’s hand in her own. She then looked at Allan, who was beaming. So, too, were Mary and Edward. Ruth, who was just starting to put two and two together looked happy, but still a bit confused.

      

      “Allan, I don’t understand,” said Esther. “How did you get her? She is your ward?”

      

      Allan just smiled and nodded. “The story is long and complicated,” he admitted, “and I will tell you the full story with every last detail very soon. For now, yes, Julia is my ward, and it will be legal as soon as my lawyers file the paperwork with the courts.”

      

      Esther just shook her head. She couldn’t speak. Not only would she be married to Allan, she would always have Julia in her life, and they could create a little family as soon as the wedding was over. She was overflowing with happiness and she could never imagine being happier than she was at this moment.

      

      “Now that all is revealed,” Edward said, “I suggest we relax and enjoy dinner…as a family.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you all right, Edward?”

      

      Allan and Edward were back in the drawing room following a big dinner. The ladies had taken Julia and were getting to know her a little better.

      

      Edward nodded and took a long sip of whiskey, and then said, “You know what’s so puzzling? I gave him everything…every opportunity. I let him live with me, here, even though I didn’t have to. Yet, by betraying you, I feel like he betrayed me. I guess you have always been more like my brother, though.”

      

      “I’m sorry, Edward.” Allan said. “This news is tough on all of us.” Allan took a drink of Scotch. “It has been very bittersweet.”

      

      Edward nodded again, and then smiled. “I am preferring to focus on the sweet parts of this evening. I will never forget the look on Esther’s face when she realized that Julia was standing there. I told Julia, as we walked to the drawing room, that Esther might not recognize her.”

      

      Allan chuckled. “That is exactly what happened,” he said. “To be honest, if I had not seen her transformation from orphan girl to the Julia we see today, I might not have recognized her, either.”

      

      “Speaking of Julia,” Edward said, “Mary and I had a discussion earlier today, and I haven’t had a chance to talk to you about it. We would be honored to allow her to stay here whilst you and Esther take your wedding tour. You will only be gone a fortnight, and she is comfortable here. Then, when you are ready to go home, you can all go home as a family.”

      

      Allan smiled. “I can’t thank you enough for that, Edward,” he said. “I have been wondering what the best situation would be for her. She will need time to heal from her experiences, and I don’t want to put her in a situation where she will feel unsafe. Instead, I want to make sure that she is happy, and if she cannot be with Esther and I, I want her to be with you and Mary.”
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        * * *

      

      “I cannot believe that you will be married tomorrow,” Ruth said, as she and Esther sipped tea.

      

      “I know,” Esther replied. “It’s very strange to think about. But I’m trying to focus on one moment at a time, and for now, I’m focused on the arrival of Edward, Mary, Allan, and Julia. They should be here, soon.”

      

      “Mother is flitting around like a mad finch,” Ruth said. “She is taking this wedding breakfast very seriously.”

      

      Esther laughed. She could only imagine the stress her mother was going through. Though they were only having family at the wedding, her parents had invited other family and friends to the wedding breakfast and her mother was always one to strive for the best impression possible.

      

      “I am sure it will be perfect,” Esther replied. “I think she is more addled about this wedding that I am.”

      

      Ruth laughed. “That is very true,” she replied. “I know she is also nervous about meeting Julia.”

      

      “Why on earth would she be nervous about that?” Esther asked. “Julia is the sweetest child, and she is quite looking forward to officially meet Mother and Father.”

      

      “You know how Mother is,” Ruth replied. “Always a bundle of nerves.”

      

      “Yes,” Esther said. “That is true.” She took a sip of tea and then looked up at Ruth. “Do you think it’s odd that I am not nervous?”

      

      Ruth shook her head. “Not at all, Esther. When you are truly in love like you and Allan are, what reason is there to be nervous?”

      

      Esther just smiled. Of course, Ruth was right. She wasn’t nervous because she and Allan were so perfect for each other, and after tomorrow, she would be his wife. What was there to worry about?

      

      The only thing that really concerned her was their first time together as husband and wife, but she also wasn’t extremely worried about it. She knew that Allan would be as tender with her as he could, and the truth was, she wanted to feel his manhood inside her as soon as she could. Even having these thoughts right now was making her tingle and she could feel herself becoming damp.

      

      She had to stop thinking this way, at least until the wedding night, or it would be unbearable to sit much longer without some type of release.

      

      “I think it’s time to head back in to the house,” she said. “I’m sure there is plenty to do before tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      Allan looked in the mirror. He was dressed in his best coat, his cravat was tied perfectly, and his hair had never looked better. He had a restless sleep, but it wasn’t because of terrible dreams or flashbacks. Instead, it was because he knew that it would be the last night that he would spend without Esther by his side.

      Instead of tossing and turning due to thoughts of war, he tossed and turned with thoughts of Esther. He dreamt of all of the things he planned to do with her when they could fully explore each other’s bodies, and in his dreams his hands explored every part of her until he got her into such a frenzy of pleasure that they both exploded in a lustful crescendo.

      

      “This may be my best work, My Lord,” Harley said from across the room. Allan laughed heartedly.

      

      “I must say that I agree with you, Harley,” Allan replied. “Though, I guess one should look their best on their wedding day.”

      

      “Of course, My Lord,” Harley said, “I cannot possibly think of one thing that I could do to make you look any better.”

      

      “Nor do I,” Allan replied. He then turned to Harley and said, “I know I always say thank you, but I truly mean it, today. You have always been an asset to my staff, but also an asset in my life.”

      

      Harley nodded, and said, “Thank you, My Lord. That means a great deal.”

      

      “Of course, Harley,” Allan replied, and then turned back to the mirror. “I daresay that I look ready to be married.”

      

      “Yes, My Lord,” Harley replied. “You are ready.”
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        * * *

      

      Esther was oddly calm as she stared at the vicar. Allan was at her side, and she could see Ruth and Mary standing off to the side out of the corner of her eye. If she turned her head slightly to the right, she could see Edward and Oliver, Allan’s best friend. She knew that her parents and Julia were behind her.

      

      All that was left to do was to sign the parish registry, and she and Allan would be married. The vicar handed her the quill pen, and Esther signed her name. She handed it to Allan, he looked at her, smiled, and then signed his name next to hers. He placed the quill on the table, and they were married.

      

      Their family and friends surrounded them with messages of congratulations, and then the newly married couple made their way to the door of the parish church and outside. There, Esther saw that several well-wishers were present, and she and Allan did their best to greet everyone.

      

      It was all a bit overwhelming, but Esther knew that soon, she and Allan would be sitting snugly in the carriage on the way back to her father’s estate and to the wedding breakfast, where the real celebration could begin.

      

      “Esther!”

      

      She turned from the conversation she was in to see Ruth walking towards her.

      

      “Mother, Father, Mary, Edward, and I are going back to the house with Julia. Oliver and some of Allan’s other friends are coming, too. When you and Allan are finished here, please join us.”

      

      “Of course,” said Esther, unable to stop smiling. “I will see you in a short while.”

      

      Ruth hugged Esther, and then continued to make her way through the small crowd, making sure to thank every well-wisher she came in contact with.
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        * * *

      

      Allan placed his hand on Esther’s arm as soon as the door to the carriage closed. He leaned into her and kissed her passionately. He felt her move her body closer to his, and the knowledge that they could soon consummate their marriage was enough for him to begin to obtain an erection.

      

      He pulled away, smiled, and said, “Lady Wiltshire, you must not get me into a state that I can’t remedy at this moment.”

      

      Esther laughed, and said, “I could say the same to you, Lord Wiltshire.”

      

      The knowledge that she, too, was aroused was not making it any easier on Allan. He leaned into her again, this time allowing his hand to settle on her hip, and pressing his body into her, caressed her. He felt her take a deep breath, and he moved his hand up her side, settling on her breast, all while kissing her passionately. He felt her hand brush against his leg, and then slowly move up towards his fully erect member, which was throbbing and pressing hard against his trousers.

      

      He pulled away, smiled, and said, “If your hand gets any closer, we aren’t going to make it out of this carriage.”

      

      She laughed again, and then said, “We will need to get some time away after the wedding breakfast.”

      

      “Oh, we will,” Allan said. “That is not negotiable.” He sat back and took some deep breaths, hoping that his erection subsided by the time they got back to the house.

      

      Allan felt the carriage begin to move and took Esther’s hand in his. “I hope you are as happy as I am, Esther,” he said.

      

      “I am, My Love,” she replied. She squeezed his hand and said, “I cannot wait to start our life together, just the three of us, and see where this marriage takes us.”

      

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Allan said. “Who knew that life could be so perfect?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      “I have been waiting for this moment for months,” Allan said.

      

      The ceremony was over, the wedding breakfast was a smashing success, and much of the day was spent with family and friends in a seemingly endless celebration of Esther and Allan. Now, however, they were finally alone, away from the family.

      

      Esther was nervous, of course, as she knew that the moment Allan would finally enter her could be painful. Though she had never seen him unclothed, she had seen his manhood standing tall and ready.

      

      She was already wearing her bridal nightgown and Allan stood before her in a simple shirt and trousers. He placed his hands on the side of her arms, and slowly pulled her into him. She was trembling with anticipation, and just the thought of what was about to happen created dampness between her legs that she couldn’t believe.

      

      He leaned forward and she felt his lips on hers. He slowly began to kiss her, and then she felt his hands moving up her arms to her shoulders, and then he cupped her head to pull her closer to him. She felt the tip of his tongue begin to caress her lips, and she met it with her own. Already she felt that she wanted to tip her hips towards him, just to feel his rod against her.

      

      With their bodies pressed up against each other, Esther could feel his manhood getting larger and firmer by the second, and she could feel the pressure of it pushing against her, which was making her heart beat fast and her body respond by slightly shifting her hips against him, creating a sensation that she never wanted to stop.

      

      Allan continued to kiss her passionately, and as she pushed her hips against his, she heard him moan deep in his throat, and he moved his hands down to grasp her backside, pulling her even closer to him. She could feel him push his member against her and she rocked her hips back and forth against him.

      

      “You feel so good,” he whispered in her ear. He pulled away, to her disappointment, and lifted his shirt off over his head. “Before we go further, I have to show you. I need to know it’s all right.”

      

      He turned his body slightly and exposed his back to her. As he had explained, there was a large scar running from the top of his shoulder, down his back, and ending at his hip. She looked from the scar to his face and looked him directly in the eyes as she gently placed her hand on it. She saw the fear that was there immediately leave, and then she leaned over and gently kissed it.

      

      “I told you,” she said quietly. “I don’t care about your scar.”

      

      He swallowed hard, and then roughly pulled her back into his arms, pushing his tongue into her mouth and lifting her nightgown over her head. This was the first time she had ever been fully exposed to a man, and she watched has his eyes first looked at her breasts and aching nipples, and then lowered down the rest of her body, settling on her soaking, trembling mound. It was almost like her body was screaming to be filled by him.

      

      “Do you want to help me with this?” He asked with a smile, as he began to unbutton his trousers. She reached out and began opening the buttons. Her hand brushed up against his erection, and he moaned again.

      

      She opened up the last button, and his fully erect manhood was now in view. Esther was shocked by the size, and she couldn’t understand how it would even come close to fitting inside of her. She wanted to touch it but waited for his direction.

      

      “Don’t worry,” Allan said, brushing her cheek with his hand. “I will be very gentle.” He fully removed his trousers, and now nothing was stopping their bodies from becoming one. “You can touch it if you want,” Allan said with a smile. Esther slowly extended her hand and took Allan’s erection in her hand. He covered her hand with his own, and then slowly began moving his hips.

      

      “That feels amazing,” he whispered, as he tightened his grip around her hand. She gently squeezed him, and again, he made a guttural moan that came deep from his body. She looked down at him, and couldn’t know for sure, but it felt he was even more erect now than before.

      

      “Come here,” Allan instructed as he released her hand. He lead her to the large bed. She sat down on the edge, very aware of the throbbing feeling between her legs, which was only getting more pronounced. She also was well-aware of pulses of lust for him in her breasts.

      

      Allan stood in front of her, his member standing tall, and it looked like it was moving slightly, even though he was standing still. He took her breasts in his hands, and gently began to run his thumbs around her aching nipples. His fingers against her first felt painful, but there was so much pleasure in that pain. She began breathing more heavily, and began to grind her hips against the bed in an attempt to relieve the intense longing to be filled that she felt.

      

      “Lay down, Esther,” Allan whispered in her ear. She did, and he laid down next to her. She was laying on her back, and he rolled over on his side, his manhood resting on her thigh. He kissed her deeply and passionately, and she felt his hand part her legs and begin to rub her. She had never felt such pleasure in her loins like this, and when he inserted a finger inside of her, she moaned loudly, and writhed against his hand. “Yes, Allan,” she whispered, feeling out of breath. “Yes, please don’t stop.”

      

      He continued to move his finger in and then placed his mouth around her nipple. He gently suckled, and she cried out in a fit of intense passion. “Allan! Yes!”

      

      He removed his hand from her body, looked at her, and said, “You are more than ready.” He rolled over on top of her, and the weight of his body on hers was extremely arousing. Though he had not yet placed his erect member inside of her, she couldn’t help but slowly begin bucking her hips against him.

      

      He spread her legs with his hands, and then she felt his hand rubbing between them again. “Please, Allan. Please give me some relief,” she begged. “I need you inside of me…now.”

      

      Her body was on fire with passion for him, and she couldn’t stop pushing herself against him. She knew that her dampness would help him to go inside of her, and she felt as if her entire mound was soaked.

      

      “I am going to try to go slow,” Allan whispered. “But you are making me crazy.” She felt his stiff manhood against her, and then felt him begin to enter inside of her. “Tell me if you are in pain,” he said.

      

      “Go on,” she whispered, bracing herself for the unknown. “Please, I want it so badly. I need it now.”

      

      Esther felt a lot of pressure, and Allan said, “Spread your legs wider.” She did as instructed and then felt a quick, stabbing pain, which made her cry out. Allan immediately paused. “Are you all right? Do you want me to stop?”

      

      Almost as suddenly as the pain came, it was over, and she said, “No, never,” she said breathlessly. “I’m fine. Please keep going.”

      

      Allan pressed himself fully into her, and she felt her body accept him. He moved out a bit, and then once again, slowly pushed back in. Each time he moved inside of her she felt the pleasure continue to build throughout her body. She spread her legs as wide as she could, and gripped his buttocks, trying to ensure that he was fully inside of her with each thrust of his hips.

      

      Esther began to breathe heavy, and then again felt him take one of her nipples into his mouth. She screamed in delight, not caring if anyone heard her. He gently bit down, and at the same time, she pulled his buttocks and rammed him into her.

      

      This was all more than she could take, and she started moaning loudly and bucking against him in a frenzy of passion. With every motion, her feelings of ecstasy were building. She felt it in every part of her body.

      

      “Ohhhh Esther,” Allan moaned. “It’s going to happen soon. You will feel the ultimate pleasure.” He began pushing his erection in and out of her at rapid speed, and she was writhing in pleasure as he made her body his own. “Faster, Allan…faster,” she managed to say, though she was almost unable to speak. It seemed as if every inch of her was reacting to his thrusts and her entire body was trembling with desire.

      

      It only took a few more thrusts of him inside her, and she felt an explosion of ecstasy that she had never experienced before. She screamed out his name and her entire body began shaking in waves of pleasure. She was panting and Allan plunged into her one final time. She watched as his entire body seemed to stiffen. “Esther…” he moaned loudly, and then his body relaxed and fell on top of her.
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        * * *

      

      The sun shone brightly into Allan’s eyes, as he woke up the next morning. He was aware that he was fully naked, and Esther’s gorgeous body was wrapped up in his. Their legs were intertwined, and as he looked at her sleeping, he was surprised to see a smile across her face.

      

      She, too, was naked, and her voluminous breasts were falling out of the blankets. Allan immediately began to stiffen. He didn’t want to wake her up, so he tried to think of something else, but his thoughts were consumed with memories of the previous night. How it felt to be inside of her…how her body felt against his…and how she looked when she exploded in pleasure underneath him.

      

      Allan was now totally erect, and he turned his head so as to not see Esther. She was too appealing to him looking like this, and he thought that if he could just control his thoughts for a moment that he could ease his erection and get out of bed without disturbing her.

      

      Suddenly, though, he felt her hand around his member, and he turned towards her. Her hand began moving up and down while holding him, and she said, “Good morning, Lord Wiltshire. Lady Wiltshire is hungry for more.”

      

      
        
        The End?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Extended Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Eager to know more on how Esther’s and Allan’s 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/w0rh 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…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            An Untamed Governess for the Rogue

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Book

          

        

      

    

    
      He is her reason for existence. She is his ultimate risk...

      

      After losing both her parents, Teresa Dowels' future seems uncertain. Forced to leave the house she grew up in, she finds employment as a governess at the Duke of Rowfex’s mysterious manor.

      

      Luke Morton, second son of the Duke of Rowfex, is trying to preserve a well-hidden family secret. But life as he knows it changes the day he saves his younger sibling’s ravishing governess from rape.

      

      However, it is only a matter of time before the attacker, a notorious criminal with an ulterior motive, strikes again...

      

      When Luke disappears, all pieces seem to connect. With Teresa discovering the ugly truth about his family, time is against her. And only a miracle can keep them both alive...
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      A stormy gray sky loomed overhead as the carriage trundled along the country roads, the wheels bouncing over every stone and rut. Miss Teresa Dowels clung on for dear life, her heart lurching with every jolt, splintering her already fractured nerves.

      The coach had arrived earlier that morning, in the wilds of Cumbria, and was set to deliver her to her new life at the Rowfex Estate. Having never been more than a few miles out of her home town of Holmleigh Thatch, this was already proving to be a rather tremulous adventure. She longed to turn back, and retreat to the place she had known all her life, but she knew she could not. There was nothing there for her now.

      I must be strong.

      At two-and-twenty, it seemed foolish that she should call herself an orphan, and yet the title remained. The word echoed in her heart, hollow and painful.

      This is for the best. If she had remained in Holmleigh Thatch, she would have been destined for a life of spinsterhood, isolated in the cottage she loved so dearly. Either that, or she would have become the wife of some farmer or other.

      She had wanted more from life, and this opportunity was to be her way out of the banality of her former existence. She could not balk now, no matter how scared she was. The position of governess to a wealthy family was not one to turn away from, and what hope did she have to use her education, back in the little village she had come from?

      She wished she might have one familiar face to look upon when she reached her new home, but that was not to be. Her dear friend, Rachel, who had been the very person to acquire this position for her, was the departing governess. Married now, with a child due very soon, she would be gone before Teresa arrived. She had decided to move back to Cumbria, to be with her family, while her husband was away in France, fighting in the war. Teresa could not blame her. Family was so very important.

      She swallowed her nerves as the carriage continued to bounce along the road, sending a sharp pain through her spine as they hit a particularly brutal rut.

      The first spots of rain began to spit against the windows of the coach as Teresa tried to settle. Alone in the carriage, she wished she might have had some company, to keep her calm. It was unusual to travel alone, but her future employer had sent the carriage without a chaperone to accompany her, so she supposed it was acceptable, this once.

      They had been traveling for hours already, and she did not know when she might reach the distant horizon of her new life. It only gave her mind free rein to wander as it pleased, conjuring up a thousand fears.

      What if they do not care for me? What if they send me away?

      That was infinitely more worrying than leaving her village, for she would have to return in shame and disappointment. I will not give them such an opportunity. I will prove myself and make myself invaluable to the family. She knew very little of the Rowfex family, but Rachel had informed her, via correspondence, that they were well-respected amongst the upper echelons of society.

      Once she reached the estate, she would be responsible for the three youngest children. There were six of them, in total, by all accounts, but the eldest three were of an age where they no longer required the attention of a governess. Three children is a manageable number.

      She had assisted in the village school on several occasions, and taught from her own home, and those young ones had been much less well-behaved than the Rowfex children were likely to be.

      All will be well. All will be well. She repeated the mantra until she started to believe it.

      Suddenly, thunder growled in the distance, sending a shiver of terror through her body. She counted quietly, to try and sense how far away the ensuing lightning would be. Her slender hands trembled on the squabs, her sweet voice humming softly to try and stay her anxiety. She turned her gaze out towards the countryside beyond, the autumn sun beginning its descent into night. It would soon be dark, and she did not know what terrors the gloom might bring, in this strange new world.

      With every roar of thunder, she jumped violently. Being the only coach upon the road, and the only carriage she had seen in a long while, she felt woefully exposed. And, with the driver sitting upon his box, she could not even look to him for comfort. Never had she felt more alone.

      A few minutes later, lightning split the atmosphere, sparking through the bruised clouds and shivering down to the ground in a crackling fork. She reeled back from the window, pressing herself up against the backboard, wanting to hide from the blinding light. Nature’s destructive impulse in all its terrifying glory. She hoped the carriage would be able to outrun it, especially in their vulnerable position upon the open road.

      Trees swayed in the near distance as the wind whipped up, howling past the windows, a draught creeping in through the narrow gaps in the door and window.

      Let the lightning strike those boughs instead. Please, I beg of you.

      She did not know whom she was praying to, though she hoped that the Lord above might be listening to her pleas.

      Suddenly, the carriage skidded to an abrupt halt, catapulting her towards the opposite side of the interior. She hit the floor with a thud, scrambling to regain her purchase. Beyond the door, she heard the horses whinnying in fright. Something was wrong, but she could not see the front of the coach to decipher what.

      Her whole body was shaking as she dragged herself back across the carriage, to sit back down on the squabs. Surely, they had simply hit a treacherous ditch, and would soon be on their way? She decided to remain where she was, and let the driver contend with the problem. After all, she would only get in his way.

      No sooner had she made the decision to stay put than she heard the sound of strange voices—deep and masculine. Her eyes widened in panic. They sounded brusque and abrasive, muffled by the stormy winds that tore around the carriage. And the horses were whinnying far louder now, their worried snorts striking fear into her heart.

      Should I investigate? Truly, she did not know.

      She ducked back into the darkness of the carriage as a shadow loomed across the window. Glimpsing a figure, she almost screamed. It was a tall gentleman with fabric wrapped around the lower half of his face, a hat cocked atop his head, shrouding his features. She clamped her hands across her mouth as the door handle turned, and the door itself was wrenched open, letting in the elements. Only, that wasn’t what scared her. It was the barrel of the flintlock pistol, pointed at her face.

      “You,” the disguised gentleman growled. “Give me your money and your valuables. All of it, now!”

      Tears sprang to her eyes, as she sat there, utterly petrified, unable to speak.

      “Are you mute?” the gentleman barked. “Your money, now!”

      “I… I do not have any, Sir,” she whispered, barely able to breathe, much less speak.

      “Nonsense. This is a Rowfex carriage. I would know the crest anywhere,” he snarled. “You must be one of their daughters, so do not try to fool me. Your money and your valuables, or I will take your life as payment. Perhaps I will take more, if I so please.”

      She shook her head frantically. “Please, I have nothing. I… I am the governess. I do not have anything to give you. Please, I beg of you.”

      His eyes narrowed. “What about that necklace?”

      Her hands shot to the pendant at her throat, covering it as though that would somehow divert his attention away from it. It was her sole, treasured possession in this world—a gift from her mother, which had been passed down from her mother, and so on, throughout the female line of their family.

      “It is worth nothing to you,” she said, her voice catching in her throat.

      “I will be the judge of that.” He spoke very well for a common highwayman, but that did not make him any more amenable to Teresa. She gripped the pendant tight, frozen with terror. She would not give it up. She could not. It was all she had left of her mother.

      “Please, Sir. It is all I have,” she begged.

      “It is a small price to pay for your life, is it not?” he replied. She could tell he was smirking beneath the black handkerchief that covered his mouth. It would have angered her, but she was too terrified to feel anything.

      He will kill me. I will die here if I do not give this to him. And yet, she could not bring herself to do it.

      “It was my mother’s. It is all I have of her.” Tears trickled down Teresa’s face, as she sought to find some empathy in this man. “Please, do not take it. Please.”

      “But I want it. Would you deny me what I want?”

      “Please…” The word came out on a strained breath, her lungs empty.

      He lunged forwards before she could attempt to defend herself, snatching for the necklace about her throat. His gloved fingertips scraped across her chest, tugging hard at the pendant. She thrashed against him, but there was nothing she could do. He was determined to have what belonged to her.

      She was certain she could hear her own heart breaking as the chain snapped, the pendant falling away in his hand as he tore it away from her. Spurred on by sudden impulse, she dove forwards and grappled with the fellow, trying to wrest the necklace back, the two of them falling out of the carriage and onto the sodden ground beyond.

      Pummeling him with her fists, she struggled in vain to retrieve her precious possession, but his fingers remained gripped around it like a vise, unyielding.

      “Smith!” the gentleman yelled. “Smith!”

      She tried to cover his mouth, but it was too late. Another figure appeared around the side of the coach. Teresa’s eyes darted toward a body on the wet road, blood mingling with the rainwater. The driver… She did not know what these brutes had done to him, but he did not appear to be moving, which meant she was in far more danger than she realized.

      The figure, who appeared to be the man named Smith, hurried to aid his accomplice, grasping Teresa by the shoulders and flinging her away from him. She crashed into the exterior of the carriage, smacking her head against the wood with a hard thump that ricocheted through her. Dizziness swam through her skull as she struggled to get to her feet, knowing that her only choice was to run.

      Before they could grasp at her with their disgraceful hands, she sprinted for the open fields beyond, the world around her rumbling with thunder, as lightning flickered through the clouds, striking the ground with a deafening crack. Grabbing the cotton skirts of her forget-me-not blue gown, she ran for her life, the squelching mud and slithering weeds trying to claw at her ankles with every step she took.

      She had barely managed to run twenty yards when she felt something barrel into her, knocking her into the dirt, face first. She did not need to look to know it was one of the highwaymen. She could feel his hot breath on her neck as his weight crushed her into the mud, stealing the ragged air from her lungs.

      “You cannot run from me, Miss.” He chuckled darkly. “Perhaps you need to be taught obedience. I can think of a few lessons that might bring you to heel.”

      She panicked as she felt his hand slide down her back and across her thighs, tugging up the edges of her skirts. “No!” she screamed, as she thrashed with all her might, desperate to get away from this callous wretch.

      “Smith!” the man yelled. A moment later, she saw the other gentleman appear, similarly disguised in black clothing, with a handkerchief wrapped around the lower half of his face.

      “Yes, Boss?” he replied.

      “Hold her down.”

      Teresa screamed louder, fighting him with everything she had. She would not allow herself to be dishonored.

      “What?” Smith sounded dubious.

      “Hold her down!” the other man bellowed.

      “Are you sure, Boss?”

      “Do it, or you will be the one to suffer the consequences,” the other man shot back, venom dripping from his words. Meanwhile, Teresa howled and kicked, trying to escape the weight of him upon her. Her panic reached fever pitch, as she felt Smith grasp her arms, twisting them up behind her back with such vehemence that she thought he might tear them from her very body. The pain made her grimace, but she pushed it away, kicking and squirming with all her remaining strength.

      Her skirts were almost up around her waist, the fight fading from her limbs, when a sound pierced the air. At first, she thought it was another fork of lightning striking the earth. Only when the two men jumped up in terror did she realize she was mistaken. It was a musket.

      A second shot rang out, hitting Smith in the shoulder. He fell backwards, only to be dragged back up by the frantic hands of his accomplice. Putting his fingers to his mouth, the devil whistled so loud it shivered right through Teresa. The ground rumbled beneath her, as two horses appeared, charging towards the sound.

      A moment later, Smith and the other man leapt up into the saddles and dug in their heels, thundering as far away from the scene of their crime as possible. Even then, Teresa could not bring herself to sit up. She lacked the strength, her body shuddering violently from the fear and the cold of the water that drenched her.

      Black spots danced in her field of vision as the dizziness took over. Soon, she was going to faint. She could feel it, creeping through her veins, threatening to steal away her consciousness.

      He has my mother’s necklace… Despite everything, that was the only thing she could think about as she battled to keep awake.

      She did not know who had frightened the two highwaymen away, nor did she care at this current moment. That wretch had stolen something more valuable than all the gold in the world. Determined, she tried to get to her feet, her knees knocking as she struggled upwards. Even though she knew it was futile, she tried to go after the highwaymen, only to collapse a moment later, hitting the ground with one conclusive thud.

      Presently, she became aware of arms around her, picking her up and carrying her back to the road. Looking up at her rescuer, she saw his face illuminated in the flash of a lightning strike. Water drenched his hair, making the color impossible to decipher, but he had two shining, blue eyes that reflected the stormy landscape raging around them. His features were strong and masculine, with a hint of freckles across his nose.

      “Did they hurt you?” the gentleman asked.

      “They… they took my necklace,” she whimpered.

      “Are you injured?”

      Teresa shook her head slowly. “I… I do not believe so.”

      “That is good news, indeed. It is fortunate I arrived when I did, otherwise… well, that does not matter now.” He offered a reassuring smile. “You are safe, Miss, but we must get you to a physician. You are so very cold, and your lips are turning blue.”

      “You rescued me,” she murmured, holding his gaze.

      He nodded. “You are safe now. But, tell me, where is it you are headed?”

      “The Rowfex Estate.”

      He stared at her in bemusement. “Are you certain?”

      She nodded. “Yes… at least, I think I am. My mind is so clouded. I am to be the new governess to the Duke’s youngest children.”

      A curious smile lifted the corners of his lips. “Is that so? And might I know your name?”

      “Miss Teresa Dowels.”

      “Well, Miss Dowels, my name is… you may call me Mr. Morton.” He carried her towards the largest horse Teresa had ever seen, its coat a moonlight silver, with a mane the color of white silk. “Now, it may seem somewhat uncouth, but I must ask that you ride with me the rest of the way. You cannot remain out here in the bitter weather, or you shall catch your death of cold. As for any further injuries, I will arrange for a physician, do not fear.”

      She nodded uncertainly. This gentleman may have saved her life and her honor, but that did not mean she trusted him. “If you insist upon it, Sir.”

      “In this instance, I must.”

      With some awkwardness, Mr. Morton lifted her up onto the front of the saddle. He got up behind her and shuffled his long, dark coat from his shoulders, wrapping it around her with a gentle touch. She sank into its warmth, as he slung the strap of his musket across his chest, grabbed the reins, and led the horse towards the driver. The poor man was now sitting up in the middle of the road, his hand pressed against a wound to the side of his head.

      Mr. Morton paused beside the man. “I shall send men to assist you.”

      The man nodded weakly. “Gratitude, Sir.”

      Setting off down the road, Teresa’s whole body stiffened. She did not like to be this close to a strange man, especially after what she had just endured. She glanced back, studying her rescuer more closely. He was a handsome man indeed, with chiseled features and a noble nose, and a sweet smile that reassured her of her safety.

      Although she could not ignore that he only wore a shirt and waistcoat, as she had taken comfort in his coat. With it being so late, she hoped that nobody would see them on their journey to the Rowfex Estate. She did not want to have her reputation in tatters before she had even begun her new life. Not here. Not after what had just happened. She had almost lost her honor, and the tears began to fall as relief washed over her, the droplets hidden by the rain that spattered down.

      However, he did not seem to be a man of means, though it was hard to tell when he was sodden from the storm. A nobleman would never have suggested something like this. His station cheered her slightly, reducing her embarrassment. At least they were on an even footing. At the very least, she would not have to suffer the mortification of having her new employers know what had happened.

      This is for necessity, she told herself. Your employers will see that this is only for necessity, once you explain. They did not need to know that those highwaymen had almost stolen her honor, as well as her mother’s necklace. She could leave that part out and tell them only that they were accosted upon the road.

      Swallowing her sense of propriety, she watched the horizon. Her head pounded viciously, a pressure pushing at the inner sides of her temples. Staring straight ahead, she gathered her thoughts, letting gratitude wash over her. Things may have taken a turn for the dangerous, but at least she was still breathing.

      She just hoped those highwaymen would not seek revenge upon her, for having escaped with her life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Luke Morton’s horse, Moonstruck, clopped to a halt outside the grand manor of the Rowfex Estate, its hooves crunching on the gravel. Soft lights glowed from the endless windows that ornamented the exterior, embedded in the elegant sandstone. He loved this house, a peace settling upon him whenever he was near it.

      Home at last.

      He did not know why he had pretended he was not the second son of the Duke of Rowfex, but it had seemed like the right thing to do at the time, given the poor young lady’s perturbed state. If she had realized she was within the arms of her new employer’s son, he was certain she would have fainted into a catatonia from which she could not be stirred.

      You have endured much this night. I am sorry for it.

      It had been fortunate indeed that he had been returning from a military exercise with the local militia, to fulfil his military duties, at the very hour in which Miss Dowels had required immediate aid. Otherwise, he might not have had the advantage of his musket, nor happened upon her at all. He did not like to think of what might have occurred if he had not passed when he had.

      She lolled forward, piquing Luke’s concern for her. She’d been in a daze since they’d left the wrecked carriage, the front wheels destroyed by those despicable highwaymen, and things appeared to be getting worse. She could barely hold her head up.

      He had tried to urge her to rest against his chest, but she had stubbornly kept herself forward. He could not blame her, considering what those men had tried to do to her. It was a wonder she was even allowing herself to be this close to him. Although, he could not deny how pleasant it had felt, to have a young lady’s body flush against his. It was not something he had experienced too often, though he pushed any improper thoughts away, reminding himself of what she had endured.

      She will not appreciate any amorous attention.

      Instead, he satisfied himself with glancing at the curve of her neck, wondering what it might be like to kiss that soft, pale skin. If only to show her that there were good gentlemen in this world, who could show her the gentle nature of ardor. And, perhaps, that would serve to chase away the demons of those brutish wretches. But not right now. If he touched her, in any soft way, he was certain she would bolt.

      Drawing as close to the front of the house as he could, he jumped down and pulled her from the horse, holding her tightly in his arms as he walked up the elegant front steps of the manor. She nestled her head against his chest, making him feel like her safe haven. He liked the way her head felt against him, though he did not dwell on such thoughts. He could not.

      With some difficulty, he managed to grapple with the door handle and open it, stumbling into the entrance hall. The butler stood nearby, his face turning to a mask of alarm as he witnessed the limp young lady in Luke’s arms.

      “Send for the physician,” Luke instructed. “Miss Dowels is unwell. Very unwell indeed. The coachman will require assistance, also—we must send men to attend on him and bring him back here.”

      Miss Dowels stirred in his grasp, looking up at him with some confusion. She was a slender, pretty creature with raven black hair and dark brown eyes, that reminded him of a doe. High on her blanched cheeks, there was a small, pink birthmark in the shape of a heart. He admired it for a moment, forgetting why he was there.

      “Mr. Morton… where am I?” she croaked.

      “You are at the Duke of Rowfex’s residence.” He held her tighter as he moved further into the entrance hall and set her down on a green, velvet chaise.

      Her eyes held a shadow of confusion. “Have they allowed you to stay by my side?”

      “In a manner of speaking.”

      She shook her head. “No, they must not see me like this. They must not see me with you. They will think they worst.”

      “I will explain all, Miss Dowels. Rest easy, I will see to it that all is well.”

      Just then, two more figures appeared on the curved staircase that led down from the first floor. Archibald Morton, otherwise known as the Duke of Rowfex, approached Luke and Miss Dowels, a stern look on his brow. He was a tall man of broad build, with salt-and-pepper hair, who shared the same blue eyes as Luke.

      Beside him stood the Duke’s firstborn, and Luke’s elder brother, Edmund. Though he stood to inherit the dukedom, he also held a title of his own—the Marquess of Harpington. At nine-and-twenty, he did not look much like his father, with a curly tangle of fair hair, his eyes a much paler shade of blue, but they were of similar height and build, and gave off the same air of confidence.

      A silvered scar cut down from the apple of his cheek to the bottom of his jaw, inflicted during his time fighting on the continent. There were other wounds, too, though they were not visible. A scar beneath his hair where he had been struck by a spray of debris, and a noticeable limp that grew worse in cold weather. Although, Luke’s brother always tried to walk straight, even though it caused him further pains.

      “What is the meaning of this?” the Duke asked.

      “Your Grace, I pray that you do not scold Mr. Morton,” Teresa replied weakly. “He has only delivered me here as I have been in something of an accident. Forgive me, Your Grace. I had not hoped to arrive like this.”

      The Duke cast Luke a curious expression. “Mr. Morton?”

      “I had yet to get around to telling Miss Dowels of my position in this household,” he admitted, a little sheepishly. He had hoped to see her settled before he revealed the truth. However, with her in a rapidly decreasing state of health, he felt a twinge of guilt. She would be embarrassed upon discovering who he really was. And he loathed the idea that he might cause her further unrest.

      She blinked at him. “Your position here?”

      Luke grimaced. “Yes… you see, I am not Mr. Morton, I am Lord Luke Morton. I am the Duke’s second son.”

      Her gaze turned cold. “You did not tell me… I would not have ridden with you, had I—” A sudden fit of coughing silenced her words, prompting Luke’s father and brother to jump into action. What little color remained in her cheeks instantly bled away, leaving a waxy blue pallor.

      “I see you have not learned when it is appropriate to play your little games, Luke,” the Duke chided. “Has a physician been sent for?”

      “They have, Father, and I was not intending to toy with her. I only—”

      “Did she say her name was Miss Dowels?” The Duke cut him off.

      Luke nodded. “Miss Teresa Dowels.”

      “The new governess. Well, this is a strange occasion indeed.” The Duke reached out and lifted Teresa from the chaise in his still-mighty arms. Without another word to Luke, he carried her up the stairs and took her into one of the nearby bedchambers. Luke followed, with Edmund bringing up the rear.

      “Where in heaven’s name did you find her?” Edmund nudged his brother in the ribs.

      “Highwaymen attacked her carriage. I came upon them whilst I was returning from my training with the local militia,” Luke explained. “Miss Dowels was very lucky that I came along when I did, for she was close to… being harmed. I believe they stole some of her jewelry.”

      “You must think yourself quite the hero.” A playfully teasing note prickled through Edmund’s voice. The sound of it irked Luke. It was part of the reason he had not told Teresa of his true identity, for he had longed to bask in a little respect before returning to a household that never treated him with much dignity. Had he told her that he was the Duke’s second son, she would not have allowed him to be chivalrous. She would have rejected his request to have her ride with him, and then where would they be?

      “I did what I had to. She would not have survived, otherwise.”

      “Listen to you, lauding your exploits for all to hear. No doubt you will expect a medal of some sort next?” He chuckled softly. Edmund had been a different sort of fellow since returning from the war, injured. Sometimes, Luke found him staring into the distance, his expression blank. As though haunted by something. He always rallied, however, and often liked to tease Luke for not having taken his duties as far as Spain. Indeed, it was a sore point between them.

      Luke scowled at his brother. “You understand that she is to work for our family, do you not? I saved her without knowing who she was. Not that it would have changed my behavior.”

      “You always did love a damsel in distress, Brother.”

      “Is it so difficult for you to admit that I did something good? Or is it envy, knowing you would not have done the same in my position?”

      Edmund winced. “You wound me, Brother.”

      “With the truth?”

      “I have been heroic in my time.”

      “Have you? You almost never mention it.” Sarcasm dripped from Luke’s words.

      Edmund smiled. “Must we always fight?”

      “If you continue to lessen the value of my endeavors, then yes.” He gave a small laugh, knowing his brother was right. They were fond of one another, but what brothers did not have an element of competition between them?

      With only two years difference in age, the two of them were perpetual rivals in most things. Whilst Edmund excelled in the intellectual arts, Luke was a far more practical gentleman. Horsemanship was where he shone, though Edmund liked to think otherwise. Luke knew that his brother only made such claims in order to annoy him, but it usually worked. Patience and restraint had never been Luke’s strongest suits.

      “Well, when you actually do something heroic, I will be the first to congratulate you. As you said, it was blind luck that led you to her, although I’m sure Father is glad that you rescued her. Otherwise, he would have had to employ an entirely new governess. The children are unruly without a touch of discipline, and we would have had to endure bedlam a while longer.”

      Luke gaped at his brother in horror. “How can you be so cold and unfeeling in the face of an extremely unwell young lady?” Edmund had always been masculine to a fault, never showing any unnecessary emotion. It had worsened after his return from the war. Luke wondered if there was legitimately something amiss in Edmund’s brain, though he would never have dared to say so out loud.

      “You know that is not what I meant. I am glad you brought her here safely. You must not be so sensitive.” Edmund frowned, clearly perplexed by Luke’s words, as though he wondered if he was being unfeeling. “Of course I am concerned for her.”

      Within the bedchamber, the Duke lay Miss Dowels down on the covers of the bed. The housekeeper, Mrs. Fields, had joined them, alongside a maid who was quick to light a fire. This would not be where she would stay, Luke was certain of that. It had simply been the most convenient room. Curious about her, he moved to the opposite side of the bed and sat down in the armchair beside it.

      The Duke eyed him strangely. “You do not need to stay. She will be well cared for.”

      “Nevertheless, I would like to.”

      Miss Dowels’ eyelids fluttered. “I would… prefer it… if I could be… left alone.”

      “You see, Son, she does not want you to stay. Your lies have evidently caused trouble, which I shall have to deal with when she is better.” The Duke sighed and sat in the opposite armchair. “I will attend to her until the physician arrives. Your mother is away with friends, otherwise I would ask her to do so in my stead. It is unseemly for so many gentlemen to be hovering around her bedside. Both of you, go. Mrs. Fields and I will attend on her.”

      “But, I did not mean to—”

      “I said go,” the Duke barked, leaving no room for negotiation.

      Edmund stifled a laugh as he turned and left the room. Luke glanced at Miss Dowels, only to find himself met with a steely stare. He realized that what his father said was true. Miss Dowels did not appear to appreciate his untruth, though it had been well meant.

      I shall make amends for it when you are feeling more like yourself, he promised.

      Indeed, he wondered why he cared so much about the opinion of a strange governess whom he had never met before. I ought not to, he told himself sternly. Fixing on that resolve, he stood and followed his brother out of the room.

      Together, they passed an hour in the drawing room in stony silence. Any word uttered from Edmund’s mouth was bound to lead to conflict of some sort, and so they retreated into shared solitude. A mutual agreement not to say anything, if they could not say anything nice. Besides, Luke was in no mood to be toyed with.

      Hearing a movement in the hallway beyond, Luke leapt to his feet and hurried out. Doctor Partridge stood in the entrance hall, ready to receive his coat from the butler, Lewis. He had spent the last half-hour with Miss Dowels, checking on her welfare.

      “How is she?” Luke asked.

      Dr. Partridge turned in surprise. “Oh, My Lord, I did not see you there.” He straightened up in a rather comical fashion. “Miss Dowels will recover in due course. The cold does not appear to have affected her lungs too much, and the knock to her head is not considerable. I have prescribed rest, and a tincture to help her breathe much easier. There is no cause for alarm.”

      “That is good news.”

      “Yes, quite.”

      “Thank you, Doctor.”

      He waved Luke’s praise away. “Think nothing of it, My Lord. It is simply my occupation. By all accounts, you were the one who rescued her. So, it ought to be you who receives thanks.”

      “Nevertheless, I thank you.” The day somebody praised him for an act of heroism would be the day it began to snow in Hell. Still, he had the news he had hoped for. Miss Dowels would make a full recovery, and for that he was glad.

      Now, if only he could come up with a means to punish the fellows who had done this to her. That would be a sure way of regaining her favor, though he still did not know why it bothered him so much.

      I will find these highwaymen, Miss Dowels, and I will make them suffer for the pain they caused you.
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      A week after she had been brought to the manor, Teresa awoke to a figure sitting in the armchair beside her. The past seven days had been plagued with coughing fits and headaches, which had made even the simplest of tasks almost impossible. Even having the drapes opened had made her feel as though an explosion had gone off in front of her very eyes.

      Maids had come and gone, attending to her. On several occasions, Louisa Morton, the Duchess of Rowfex, had come to visit with her, though she did not remember much of those meetings.

      So it was a surprise to see the Duchess sitting there that very morning. She watched Teresa closely.

      “You are awake at last,” she said, her voice kind.

      “My apologies, Your Grace. Have I slept too long?”

      “No, no, I merely hoped I would catch you in a state of consciousness. Every time I have come to you before, you have been drifting in and out of a feverish slumber. However, the doctor tells me that your fever has broken at last.” She smiled warmly. “Tell me, do you feel much improved?”

      Teresa nodded. “Yes, Your Grace.”

      “Are you able to walk?”

      “I can attempt it, Your Grace.”

      “Excellent, then I should very much like for you to join us at luncheon. It is a little unorthodox, but we can make an exception, this once,” the Duchess proclaimed. “The children are very eager to learn more about you, as are the rest of us. You gave us quite the fright, arriving in the manner that you did. We have all been terribly concerned about you. Now, shall I send one of the maids in to help you change?”

      “That would be exceedingly generous, Your Grace.”

      “Nonsense, it is the least I can do after the horrors you have endured.”

      “Horrors, Your Grace?” Teresa’s eyes widened. Please say you do not know the truth.

      “Being attacked by highwaymen, Miss Dowels. You must have had the fright of your life.”

      Teresa breathed a small sigh of relief. “Yes, Your Grace. Of course.”

      With that, the Duchess stepped out to call in one of the maids—a petite, mousey-haired young thing who trembled like a leaf. Beside the Duchess, who was tall and slender and infinitely graceful, with piercing blue eyes and a mane of curled blonde hair that had been piled high atop her head, the poor maid looked like an urchin.

      Good looks seemed to run in the family, though the thought prompted Teresa to blush. Lord Luke is a Duke’s son; he is no commoner. You must not think such things. Her mindset changed instantly, as she remembered the cruel trick he had played upon her. How he could have allowed her to wander into the jaws of embarrassment like that, she did not know. Yes, very cruel indeed. Her heart began to race as she realized she was about to come face-to-face with him again.

      Ten minutes later, Teresa emerged from the bedchamber in a gown of marigold cotton. The Duchess had waited for her outside the room. A smile lit up her elegant features as she laid eyes upon her new governess. Truly, it made Teresa feel less anxious, though a lingering tremor remained. She was still so very embarrassed about the manner in which she had arrived. It took every ounce of courage she had to join the Duchess in descending the stairs.

      Teresa was made of far sterner stuff than this, and she had work to do. Chin up, she told herself.

      Becoming the governess to a Duke was no easy feat, but she had managed it with an impeccable history of education, and her friend’s glowing reference. In acquiring employment such as this, she hoped to secure a good future for herself. It did not matter how intensely a young man had embarrassed her; she would not let anything stand in her way.

      The light seemed much too bright as she stepped into the dining room, to join the rest of the Rowfex family at their luncheon. It had yet to be served, and she got the feeling they were all waiting for her. She offered a shy smile to the room, whilst expertly skimming over Lord Luke. He did not seem too perturbed. In fact, he did not even appear to have noticed that she had entered the room.

      What a proud, impertinent young man.

      “Ah, Miss Dowels, I trust you are feeling better?” the Duke broke the silence first, as was customary.

      She curtseyed awkwardly, still unsteady from her illness. “Yes, Your Grace. Much better.”

      “Then, I should like to properly introduce you to the family,” he said, gesturing around the table. “I am uncertain how much you can remember from the night you were brought here, so I shall repeat some members for your sake.”

      “Thank you, Your Grace. I should like that.”

      “This is my eldest son, Edmund, the Marquess of Harpington. Next to him is my second son, Lord Luke. Across the table is my eldest daughter, Lady Felicity Morton. Beside her is the Duchess, whom you have met, and then we have our three youngest—Lord Thomas, Lady Philomena Morton, and Lady Elspeth Morton. The apples of their mother’s eye.”

      Two pretty, identical little girls sat on Teresa’s side of the table. They could not have been older than five, with plump, pink cheeks and porcelain skin—they reminded her of her childhood dolls. Two pairs of twinkling blue eyes looked up at her with excitement, their smiles beaming through the room towards her. Nobody could fail to feel joy in the presence of such adorable creatures. They lightened Teresa’s heart in an instant.

      On the other side of the Duchess sat a sullen little boy, who was perhaps eight, with the same dark hair and dark blue eyes as Lord Luke. However, his scowl softened as he looked upon Teresa, a mischievous smile breaking across his face.

      “And they are to be my charges, Your Grace?”

      The Duke nodded. “I see you are as smitten as the Duchess with these tiny urchins. They enchant everyone they meet, though they are little rascals at heart.” He chuckled softly. Coming from the Duke, it was a peculiar sound. He did not seem to be the type of man who was prone to light-heartedness, though it did suit him in a way.

      “Papa, we are not urchins!” Philomena argued. Teresa knew her to be Philomena, as she wore a pink bow in her dark hair that was embroidered with the letter ‘P’. Elspeth wore a yellow bow, embroidered with ‘E’. The latter seemed to be the shyer one of the duo.

      The Duke smiled. “You say you are not, but look at the jam smeared all over your mouth. Has someone been stealing tarts from Cook again?”

      “Thomas did it,” Philomena replied, without missing a beat.

      Her brother looked at her in shock. “I did not.”

      “You did. You made me eat one.”

      Teresa stepped into the argument before it could escalate further. “Now, you know it is a terrible thing to tell tales, don’t you?” She sank down to their level. “Honesty will make the angels smile down on you, even if you have done a naughty thing. Honesty can be forgiven more easily than a lie.”

      Philomena glanced at her in surprise. “The angels will smile on me?”

      “Oh yes, My Lady, if you tell the truth always.”

      The little girl pondered the sentiment for a moment, before balling her hands into fists. “Then… I ate the jam tart. I took two from Cook, and I ate one. Elspeth and Thomas wouldn’t eat one before lunch, so I ate theirs, too.”

      Teresa smiled. “There, see—that wasn’t so bad, was it? Now, we can forgive you and enjoy our delicious luncheon.”

      “That was easy.” Philomena grinned triumphantly, rubbing her tummy at the thought of luncheon.

      “Indeed, being honest is always the easiest course of action, in any situation.” Her eyes turned, almost subconsciously, towards Lord Luke. His gazed was already fixed on hers, an amused smile turning up the corners of his lips.

      “A wise lesson, Miss Dowels,” he said softly.

      She dipped her head. “It is good to learn such lessons at a very early age, so that the behaviors may be carried into adulthood. If children are not taught about being truthful, then they may grow to be young ladies and gentlemen who use deceit out of habit.”

      A stillness settled across the room, as she realized that all eyes were on her. She had spoken vaguely, yet everyone knew that her target was Lord Luke. She could feel their shock and amusement, bristling through the atmosphere. All of them turned their gaze on Lord Luke, eager to hear is riposte.

      He simply chuckled, the sound warm and inviting. “I could not agree more, Miss Dowels. Perhaps, I may learn a lesson or two from you.”

      “She is our governess, Lukey, not yours,” Philomena chimed in, making everyone laugh. The tension shattered like a stone through glass, restoring the room to its former joviality. Even Teresa felt the weight sloughed from her shoulders as she took her seat. Lord Luke nodded towards her, though she did not understand the gesture. Did I win?

      “Serve the luncheon,” the Duchess instructed. The staff began to move like dancers, bringing in the first dish.

      Teresa was not unfamiliar with these sorts of things, but she understood that life in this household would take some getting used to. Her own home was all she had ever known, and this place seemed strange and alien. The children’s laughter was the only thing that soothed her, letting her know that everything would be fine.

      She was here to perform a function, nothing more. If she could do that, then she would secure her future. That was worth enduring anything for.
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      Luke sat at the window of the library and watched Miss Dowels playing in the vast gardens with his sisters and his younger brother. A week had passed since their formal luncheon introduction, though it had taken mere hours for the little ones to fall quite in love with their new governess. She was bright and amusing and had quietly stunned everyone at that luncheon with her veiled remark about liars.

      It had tickled him, somewhat. And intrigued him, too. Amongst the ton, he rarely met ladies with a spark of fire within them. It made him wonder what other sparks of fire brimmed beneath the surface.

      Indeed, although her respect and good nature extended to the rest of the family, it seemed to glance over him. He knew he had earned her distrust, after keeping his true identity from her, but he had anticipated a much quicker forgiveness than this. After all, he had rescued her from being attacked by the highwaymen.

      Then again, he had done little to make amends.

      She looked up whilst the girls tossed rings onto a post, her dark brown eyes assessing him keenly. He raised his hand in a gesture of greeting, prompting a stiff curtsey but no hint of a smile. He could not deny how dearly he wished to see her smile, for she was not prone to it. Only the girls seemed to be able to coax one onto her lips.

      A challenge indeed, to succeed in making Miss Dowels laugh. Wouldn’t that be a fine thing?

      “Come on now, we must get you inside before you catch a chill,” Teresa instructed, gathering the three children to her. He could hear her clear voice through the glass. She dusted any dirt from their coats, before ushering them towards the back steps of the house.

      Setting down his book, he rose from the armchair and walked to the library threshold. They would have to pass him on their way to the nursery. A plan was forming in his mind, for although it was a cold day, the sun was out, and the sky was clear.

      Sure enough, the four of them exited the hallway to the left and began to make their way across the entrance hall.

      “Miss Dowels,” he said, seizing his moment.

      She turned, startled. “Goodness, My Lord, I did not see you there. You frightened me.”

      “My apologies, that was not my intention,” he replied, noting the frosty tone of her voice. So, she will not thaw towards me. It disappointed him, for he dearly wished to be closer to her. Indeed, he had found himself lying awake on many a night, since her arrival, thinking of the curve of her neck and the bliss it would give him, if he could only press his lips to her soft skin. At this present moment, she was more likely to slap him than reciprocate.

      “Is something the matter, My Lord?”

      “Not at all. In fact, I was wondering if my darling sisters would be interested in an afternoon jaunt to Moray Park,” he said, flashing them a wink. “It is a rather lovely day, and it seems a shame to waste it indoors.”

      “A pleasant idea, My Lord, but they are to learn mathematics this afternoon.”

      The two girls turned to their governess with mournful, pleading eyes. “Oh, please say we may go, Miss Dowels!” Philomena begged. “We will do twice the mathematics tomorrow, we swear it.”

      Elspeth nodded shyly. She had always been the quieter of the three youngest, though she chattered like a sparrow whenever Luke spoke with her.

      Miss Dowels shot Luke a weary look. “If you are very studious before luncheon, then we may consider it,” she relented, as they continued to plead. “Is the whole family to be in attendance, My Lord?”

      “I will let them know the happy news,” he replied, captivated by her frosty demeanor. He had never encountered such a resilient cool in all his life. Given his name and title, most ladies fawned over him, whether he wanted their attention or not. They had certainly never looked at him with such open exasperation.

      “Very well, My Lord.” She dipped her head to him. “If you would be kind enough to send one of the maids to fetch us when we are to leave, I will prepare the children for the excursion. Although I had hoped to teach them arithmetic, I suppose there is benefit in exercise, too.”

      Was that a glimpse of an olive branch?

      “I shall do so, Miss Dowels. Apologies for disturbing your educational program.”

      She curtseyed once more, before taking the girls upstairs. Luke watched her leave, finding that same curious smile fixed upon his lips. Captivating did not even begin to cover it. Enrapturing might have been a better choice of words to describe her. Indeed, now all he could think of was the small birthmark upon the apple of her cheek, shaped so tenderly like a heart.

      He thought back to the night they had met, and the fear he had felt in holding her fragile form in his arms. It seemed serendipity had brought her into his life. Truly, he felt they could not have been destined for this evasive dance that they seemed to be engaged in. He did not know what else they might be destined for, but he envied the joy with which Miss Dowels spoke to the children. He wanted her to speak to him with that same sweetness—the kind with which she had addressed him in those first moments.

      Determined, he vowed to win back her favor, even if it took him a month.
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        * * *

      

      With the afternoon sun hanging low in the sky, casting a warm bronze upon the beautiful landscape of Moray Park—a large expanse of countryside not far from the Rowfex Estate, where they often liked to visit—a contingent of the Rowfex family walked along the main thoroughfare.

      Edmund did not know how Luke had managed to persuade his mother to accompany them, but he had a way with people that Edmund had always envied. Nevertheless, all seemed cheered by the excursion. His mother was even tilting her face up to the bright sun, letting it shine upon her. Felicity had declined, but then she was a reclusive creature. He doubted even the enthusiasm of Miss Dowels could coax her out of her shell.

      The Duchess, Miss Dowels, and the three youngest walked ahead, whilst Edmund and Luke brought up the rear on horseback. Edmund liked to ride his prized gelding, Palaimon, whenever the opportunity presented itself, especially as it eased the weight upon his injured leg. After two years, he had hoped it would have healed better, but it seemed the affliction was determined to be permanent. It irked him, too, that Luke was the better horseman, which his brother loved to reiterate whenever possible.

      Edmund watched his brother for a moment or two, noting how fervently he looked upon the governess. It worried him, for it would not do for his brother to fall for such a young lady. That could only come to trouble, and he felt it was his duty to keep the rest of his siblings in line. Whether they listened or not was another matter entirely.

      A sadness moved through him, as he looked to the three youngest, and saw how dearly they clung to the governess. He had never been very skilled with his younger siblings. Luke did not have such an issue. He had an easiness about him that Edmund lacked, which inspired adoration in most of the people who met him. Edmund wished people would adore him as they adored Luke, but he did not think it likely.

      He noted the same dark hair and dark blue eyes that his younger brother and sisters shared with Luke, and their father. He supposed that was why he had always felt closest to his mother and his sister, Felicity. They shared his lighter coloring, and he supposed it was natural to stick by those who more closely resembled one’s own appearance.

      Although, even Felicity had begun to avoid him of late. Then again, she had begun to avoid just about everyone. A facet of her womanhood, brought on by the fears of becoming a spinster. At two-and-twenty, she did not have too many years left to find a husband. He felt sorry for her, and wished she would be lighter of spirit, as she had been when they were children. Indeed, he often found himself longing for childhood, when his relationship with Luke had not been nearly so strained. Even now, he did not quite know what had changed.

      “Must you make doe-eyes at the governess?” Edmund muttered, out of earshot of Miss Dowels. He needed to channel his sadness somewhere, and Luke seemed like the ideal candidate.

      Luke flashed a cold look at him. “I am doing nothing of the sort. Perhaps you are the one who is making doe-eyes. I have seen you looking at her when she is seeing to our siblings.”

      “She is a delightful creature, but I have not looked upon her as you do.” He turned away, as if proving his point. “Speaking of which, you should be careful in future. You should not look at her that way.”

      Luke frowned. “And what way might that be?”

      “As if she were a beast at market, or a cut of tender meat upon your plate.”

      “Desist!” Luke snapped. “I would never look at her like that.”

      “Well, see that you do not. I will not have you cause a scandal.” Edmund held his brother’s cool gaze. He was in constant pursuit of his father’s approval, and he knew that keeping Luke from an improper affection would go some way towards guaranteeing that. Although, it was a source of continual annoyance that their father barely noticed his actions, while Luke could sneeze, and the Duke would applaud him for it.

      What makes him so special? Luke breezed through his existence, without a care in the world, and though Edmund was fond of him, that had always been a cause of friction for him. Luke had no idea what troubles Edmund had to contend with, and yet he always complained that he was the less favored son. If only you knew how blessed you truly are.

      It did not even seem to matter that Edmund had been the one to take up his true duties and fight for their country. After he had returned, and the full extent of his injuries had been revealed, his father had sunk into a despair. Since that day, he had never quite looked at Edmund in the same way, as though he were a decrepit horse that it would have been a kindness to shoot.

      Perhaps that is what I am. Although he tried to hide it, his afflictions persisted in making him feel like less of a man. He had relied on his strength and prowess, and that had been taken from him. The ghosts were worse, though; the ghosts that came in the night and whispered in his ear, reminding him of the horrors he had endured.

      “How can you speak to me in such a way?” Luke replied.

      “It is a warning, that is all. Leave the governess be.” Eager to be away from his brother, he called to the group who walked ahead. “I thought I might take a ride about the grounds, Mother. Will you continue to walk?”

      “For a while, yes,” the Duchess replied. “Do not stray too far.”

      He broke away from his brother and set the horse to a gallop, desiring to clear his head of his painful thoughts. All he wanted to do was make his family proud, and be adored by them, but he feared he had made himself too aloof and too strange to traverse that gap. I will prove myself worthy. I will be lauded throughout England. Then, they would have no choice but to see his worth.

      As he rode, he thought again of his brother. He did not understand why they always had to quarrel in such a way, for they had been close once. Adulthood had altered their relationship, to the point where he no longer recognized it, and he knew there had to be a reason for that. But it was not something Edmund liked to dwell too intently on. It only made him sadder, longing for bygone days.

      Halfway up one of the intersectional paths, he turned over his shoulder and caught sight of Miss Dowels. Her eyes were fixed upon him, an unreadable look upon her face. You would do well to avoid my brother.

      Turning away, he pressed on. Meanwhile, Luke had taken off down the opposite path, disappearing into the distance. Good riddance. I hope that you may fall and make a fool of yourself.

      Twenty minutes later, he found himself at the Northern entrance to the park. Pulling Palaimon to a halt, he let the cool breeze nip at his flushed cheeks. He hadn’t pushed the horse too hard, but the ride had left him with a feeling of exhilaration.

      “You are slow today, Brother,” a familiar voice teased, the sound of hooves approaching at a steady pace.

      Grimacing, Edmund turned. “I had thought to ride so that I might get away from you, Luke. Yet here you are.”

      He laughed. “You will have to ride much faster than that in order to get away from me. Besides, I thought you might care for some company.”

      “As you can see, I do not.” He paused, a grin spreading across his face. “Although, perhaps we ought to have a race—see who is, truly, the more gifted horseman.” Whenever he was around his brother, that competitive streak rose to the fore. He could never find the means to quell it.

      This was his sole means of showing his mother and father that he was deserving of his inheritance, by constantly attempting to prove that he was better than his brother. It was childish, he knew that, especially as Luke was not entitled to the dukedom, but everything else he did flew beneath the Duke and Duchess’ notice.

      “What might the terms be? We cannot race without a prize,” Luke replied, a cheerful glint in his eyes.

      “Whoever the victor may be, the loser must name them the better rider. They must announce it, in Father’s presence,” Edmund said, with a small smile. Luke was an excellent horseman, but so was Edmund, when he put his mind to it.

      Luke nodded. “Very well. First one to the toll gate by the fountain wins.”

      “Excellent choice.”

      “After three,” Luke murmured, gripping Moonstruck’s reins tighter in his hands and adjusting his seat in the saddle.

      “One,” Edmund replied, leaning forward against the pommel.

      “Two.” Luke grinned.

      “Three!” Edmund roared.

      The horses spurred into life with a burst of sudden energy, lunging forward under the instruction of their masters. Edmund kept his head low and dug his heels into the horse’s side, urging Palaimon on as fast as he could go. He thought of nothing but the beat of hooves, and the matching beat of his heart as they tore along. That, and the glory he would receive from his father, when he won.

      Pedestrians hurried out of the way as the brothers raced, some screaming rude things after them, but Edmund did not hear. His focus was solely on the path ahead, and the toll gate that lay somewhere in the distance, behind the towering oaks. He would win this, and relish in his brother’s defeat.

      Indeed, he was so focused on his sure victory that he did not see the figures emerging from the left-hand path until it was too late.
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      Thank you for reading Lusting for the Broken Earl!

      

      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:

      An Untamed Governess for the Rogue

      A Sinful Duke she can’t Refuse

      A Ravishing Night with the Mysterious Earl
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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
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      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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