
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      An Untamed Governess for the Rogue

      A Steamy Regency Romance

    

    




      
        Olivia Bennet

      

      

    





        Edited by Robin Spencer

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Olivia Bennet]
          [image: Olivia Bennet]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          A Thank You Gift

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        
          Chapter 30

        

        
          Epilogue

        

        
          Extended Epilogue

        

        
          
            A Sinful Duke she can’t Refuse

          

          
            
              Chapter 1

            

            
              Chapter 2

            

            
              Chapter 3

            

            
              Chapter 4

            

          

        

      

      
        
          Also by Olivia Bennet

        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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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      With love and appreciation,

      Olivia Bennet
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      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...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Teresa held the hands of Philomena and Elspeth as they wandered along the leaf-strewn path, towards the toll gate besides the Moray Fountain. Thomas strolled on ahead, kicking stones. The Duchess had happened upon some of her dear acquaintances and had instructed that Teresa take the children home. It was almost three o’clock, and they were beginning to tire.

      

      She crouched low as she spotted a goldcrest hopping in the undergrowth of the nearby trees. “Do you see that?” she asked.

      

      Elspeth nodded. “It is rather colorful.”

      

      “It is a goldcrest. You do not often see them, for they are so small,” she explained.

      

      “I cannot see it,” Philomena complained.

      

      “There, beside that holly bush.” Teresa pointed at the spot, whilst glancing up at Elspeth. The younger girl was intrigued by the bird, a smile on her face.

      

      “I still cannot see it,” Philomena huffed, crossing her arms over her chest.

      

      “Never mind. We shall have to see what birds we can discover in the gardens at Rowfex. Perhaps we shall be lucky enough to spot one there, too,” Teresa said, taking up the girls’ hands once more. They headed for the gate in the distance, though it was still some way away.

      

      “Look, I spotted one!” Philomena cried, as they walked out onto the main thoroughfare. She tugged hard on Teresa’s hand, gesturing wildly at a cluster of branches in the distance. Teresa peered at the treetops, trying to discover the creature that the girl believed she had seen.

      

      “You did not,” Elspeth remarked. “You are cross that I saw the goldcrest and you did not.”

      

      “No, there is one there. I can see it,” Philomena retorted, with a frosty stare.

      

      They began to squabble, calling one another names, whilst Teresa did her very best to calm the situation. They were weary, their tiredness piquing their irritation with one another.

      

      “Enough of this, both of you,” she said sternly, but the girls would not listen. They had been coddled for too many years and had forgotten the meaning of authority.

      

      “But I saw it!” Philomena snapped.

      

      “No, I saw the goldcrest. You did not. You are a liar,” Elspeth shot back, with uncharacteristic ire.

      

      “How dare you call me a liar,” Philomena shrieked.

      

      “I said, enough.” Teresa grabbed them both by their shoulders and span them around to face her, crouching down to their level. “You must not argue with one another. You are sisters—you are allies. You should not be one another’s enemy. Now, stop this. Let us agree that everyone has seen the bird.”

      

      They pouted sourly.

      

      “Apologize,” Teresa urged.

      

      “You are younger, Ellie,” Philomena said bitterly. “You ought to apologize first.”

      

      Elspeth shook her head. “No, you are the one who—” The words died on her lips, her eyes flying wide in horror as she looked over Teresa’s shoulder. Her mouth opened and closed, as if she desperately wished to say something, but the little girl could not muster a squeak.

      

      “What is the matter, Lady Elspeth?” Teresa asked, slowly turning her head.

      

      Two horses thundered towards Thomas, who was a short way ahead. The beasts were hemmed in by the narrowly packed trees on either side and a small crowd of people who were struggling to get out of the way. In reaction, the riders did their best to weave in and out of the passers-by, unable to see the danger ahead—Thomas.

      

      They are moving too fast…

      

      Teresa dropped the girls’ hands and sprinted for the solitary figure of Thomas, covering him with her body as she twisted and raised her arms, in an attempt to scare the horses away. Only then did she see the faces of the riders—Lord Harpington and Lord Luke, heading straight at them.

      

      “Stop!” she cried, her eyes wide in desperation. Her muscles tensed as she prepared to push Thomas out of the way, using herself as a barrier if she needed to.

      

      Lord Harpington noticed them first, managing to veer off to the side with his chestnut gelding. Lord Luke, on the other hand, looked to be having some trouble with his spooked horse. The shouts of the other bystanders were terrifying the beast, making it hard to control. He couldn’t pull the horse up, though Teresa could see him straining at the reins.

      

      “Stop!” she yelled again, putting out her hands.

      

      With barely a few yards between them, Lord Luke yanked violently on the reins. His eyes met Teresa’s, reflecting her horror. The silver horse reared up with a frightened whinny, kicking out its hooves. They missed Teresa by a hair’s breadth, her body arching back to protect Thomas.

      

      Landing back down, the horse bucked and tossed, bolting away from Teresa and Thomas. Nothing Lord Luke did could get it to stop. Indeed, Teresa watched the beast go, a sense of dread gripping at her stomach. It tore through the trees beyond, driving Lord Luke into a low branch that sent him hurtling backwards from the saddle.

      

      He hit the ground with a sickening thud, landing in the undergrowth.

      

      “My Lord!” Teresa screamed, running towards the fallen man. He lay still, his eyes closed.

      

      Just then, the two girls and Thomas ran up in fright, the little boy shaking. “Stay back, Children,” she urged, uncertain as to Lord Luke’s condition.

      

      “Is he well?” Elspeth whimpered.

      

      “I am making sure,” Teresa replied, speaking with more calmness than she felt.

      

      Gingerly, she reached out towards his face. Putting her fingertips beneath his nostrils, she waited to feel the damp heat of his breath. At first, nothing happened. And then, to her abject relief, she felt warm air upon her skin. He is alive… oh, thank goodness he is alive.

      

      “My Lord,” she said softly, shaking his shoulder gently. She did not wish to move him too much, in case a terrible affliction had resulted from the fall. “My Lord, you must awaken. Make a sound if you can hear me.”

      

      Lord Luke groaned, his face twisting up in a mask of agony. “Cannot… breathe,” he rasped.

      

      Positioning herself so that none of the onlookers could see what she was doing, she swiftly unbuttoned his waistcoat. She saw the taut muscle of his chest and abdomen, straining for breath beneath his thin shirt and felt her heartbeat quicken suddenly, her own breath matching his short, sharp gasps. She felt a sudden urge to touch him, to feel that hard muscle, but she held her hand back.

      

      Instead, a painful memory exploded in her mind. Her father, bleeding on the ground, coughing violently. She had done the same thing then, with her father’s waistcoat, though it had not mattered. Now, however, her quick-thinking had given Lord Luke’s ribs the space they needed for his lungs to expand. A split-second later, he clawed in a deeper breath, dragging it down as his eyes flew open.

      

      “My… horse?” Lord Luke spluttered.

      

      “I will send men to find your horse, My Lord. At this moment, however, we must get you home, so that a physician may be sent for,” she said hurriedly. His hand reached out for hers, gripping it tightly. At first, she did not understand, but then another wave of pain crashed over his face.

      

      “Is he well?” Lord Harpington’s voice interrupted her confusion.

      

      She nodded. “He is awake, My Lord, and he is alive. Are you able to take him back to Rowfex upon your horse?”

      

      “I am,” Lord Harpington replied, his brow furrowed in concern.

      

      “A physician must be called for immediately.”

      

      He glanced at her curiously. “I will see it done, Miss Dowels. You were quick to free his chest from constraints—is your father a military man? Did he teach you this?” He gestured to the open waistcoat.

      

      “Yes, My Lord.”

      

      “You may well have saved his life, Miss Dowels.”

      

      She dipped her head. “Then I have only returned a favor. Although, he will not survive if he does not reach home soon, where he may be better cared for.”

      

      “You are quite right.” Lord Harpington turned to the inquisitive onlookers and called to the younger men, gesturing for them to come and assist. As the two of them gathered Lord Luke into a standing position, and carried him over to the waiting chestnut, Teresa stood back. Her part in this was done.

      

      “We will follow after,” Teresa said, returning to the children. They were frightened, and trembling like new-fallen leaves, tossed in a summer breeze.

      

      “The carriage should be waiting at the toll gate,” Lord Harpington replied, as he leapt up into the saddle. Teresa could not take her eyes away from Lord Luke’s shirt, sweat-drenched and clinging to his athletic physique. Let him be well. She could not bear the prospect of putting such a gentleman, in the prime of his life, beneath the earth. Nothing so beautiful deserved to be destroyed. She watched as Lord Luke leant back against his brother, whilst they rode off towards the far gate.

      

      “Is he badly hurt?” Thomas peered up at her.

      

      “Not so badly,” Teresa replied, telling a white lie to comfort him.

      

      “Will he live?” Elspeth whimpered, tears streaming down her face.

      

      Teresa forced a smile onto her face. “He is in excellent hands, Lady Elspeth. I believe the angels will watch over him.”

      

      “But I lied,” Philomena squeaked. “You said that the angels do not smile down on liars, and I did not see a goldcrest.”

      

      “They will still smile down on your brother, I am sure of it,” Teresa encouraged. Even so, she could not quite believe it in her own heart. He did not look well and falls like that were deadly at the best of times. “Come, we should return home. We can watch over him from there.”

      

      As she took their hands and led them towards the toll-gate, she could not help but feel a flicker of guilt. She had been the one to raise her hands and cause the horse to rear, even if Lord Luke had yanked the reins. Had she not been in the way, the horse might not have bolted, and he might not have fallen.

      

      Please live, My Lord Luke. You must live.

      

      For if he did not, how could she make amends? Not only for this, but for the coldness with which she had treated him.

      

      Let him live and I will be kind… please, let him survive this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Luke stirred in his bedchamber, his body aching all over.

      

      Searing pain shot up his side as he attempted to roll over, his breath hard to grasp. Slowly, his eyes blinked open. Lamplight flickered, and the curtains were drawn, making him realize that it was no longer daytime.

      

      He thought back to the park, and the race that had ended like this. His memory was hazy, but he pictured the branch looming towards him. It had been the culprit, swiping him back. A vision of Miss Dowels, terrified, flashed into his head. She’d stood in front of Thomas and protected him, facing down the approaching horse.

      

      If I had not been able to draw Moonstruck to a halt, she might have…

      

      He could not bear to think of it. She had almost died once in his presence, and he did not like the idea of it happening again. He realized how foolish he had been, to accept Edmund’s challenge like that.

      

      Is anything broken? He checked himself, smoothing his hands over the places that hurt the most. Pain stabbed at his ribs. He lifted his shirt to check the damage, discovering a blooming dapple of bruises that started on his right-pectoral and spread all the way down to his navel. It didn’t look good, but at least he was alive.

      

      A knock at the door distracted him. “Come in,” he wheezed, as he dropped his shirt again. He expected it to be his valet, come to look in on him.

      

      An unexpected face peered into the room. “You are awake, My Lord. I did not know if you would be,” Miss Dowels said quietly, as she looked into the room. “Oh, your valet is not here. Should I return another time?”

      

      “No, Miss Dowels, it will be quite all right,” Luke assured.

      

      “If you are certain?” She entered nervously. In her hands, she held a tray. He noticed her catch sight of the thin line of bare skin where he had not quite covered himself, though she quickly looked away again.

      

      “I am. Please, come in.” He made a point of pulling the edge of his shirt down further, for her comfort. Although, the flush of her cheeks pleased him somewhat. Did she like what she saw? He thought about being mischievous and asking for a nurse’s kiss to make it better, but he refrained. There was still every chance she could slap him instead. He would have to be satisfied with the idea of her lips upon his bruised ribs, instead.

      

      “I realize this is somewhat unorthodox, but your brother told your family of my medical experience,” she explained hurriedly, her cheeks getting redder. “It is limited, but Her Grace thought it best that I nurse you until you are feeling better. If you would prefer someone else, I can explain the situation to your family?”

      

      He shook his head. “If they have decided, then I am happy to oblige them.”

      

      “Very well, My Lord.” She brought over the tray, a bowl of water set beside a pile of flannels. There was soup, too. Pausing at his bedside, she laid them on the nearby cabinet and began to work.

      

      “Did you say, medical experience?” he asked, more intrigued than ever.

      

      She nodded. “His Lordship, your brother, saw me perform an act that is common amongst field surgeons. As I say, my knowledge is exceedingly limited, but Her Grace has embellished my abilities somewhat. She wishes to have you under constant care.”

      

      “She does indeed worry,” he replied, with a smile. “And you have been given these nursing duties? What of my little sisters and brother—are they not to receive an education until I am recovered?”

      

      She smiled back, startling him. “It would appear not, My Lord. Indeed, I very much doubt they would learn anything, as they are quite distraught.”

      

      “They saw?”

      

      “They did.”

      

      He shook his head. “I am sorry for that.”

      

      “I should not have stood in the way of the horse,” she said, dipping one of the flannels into the cold water.

      

      “You are not to blame for this.”

      

      Miss Dowels turned her face away. “Nevertheless, I feel responsible. I spooked your horse in my attempt to protect Lord Thomas. I ought to have pushed him out of harm’s way, instead.”

      

      “And risked your own wellbeing?”

      

      “It is nothing compared to theirs.” She twisted the flannel in a coil, wringing it out, before bringing it over to where Luke lay. Gently, she placed it on his forehead. It felt cool and soothing, easing the throbbing at his temples. It was not quite the kiss he sought, but it felt pleasant.

      

      “Nonsense, Miss Dowels. Your life is as important as any other.”

      

      She dipped her head graciously. “I have been meaning to thank you.”

      

      “For what?”

      

      “For saving that life—my life—when the highwaymen… well, you know what they tried to do,” she said, her voice tight with emotion. “I ought to have thanked you sooner, but I did not know how to broach the subject. After discovering who you really were, it seemed improper of me to show the extent of my gratitude.”

      

      A twist of guilt churned in his stomach. “I should not have deceived you, Miss Dowels. You were entirely within your rights to avoid me, after such an imposition.”

      

      “No, My Lord. You are my superior, and I should have behaved in a better manner. It is inexcusable, after what you did for me.”

      

      He could see he was not going to win this argument. At least they were talking with more civility now. Indeed, he rather liked the softness in her voice, and the way her face lit up when she smiled. It made her even fairer than she already was, with roses blossoming in her cheeks.

      

      “Let us agree to disagree,” he said softly.

      

      “Very well, My Lord.”

      

      “Where did you learn this medical expertise, anyway?” he asked, as she dabbed a second flannel across his face, wiping away the perspiration of his pain.

      

      She cleared her throat, as if the subject was uncomfortable. “My father instructed me. He thought it would be useful, though my mother scorned him for it. She did not think it fitting for a woman to know such skills.”

      

      Luke winced as he tried to sit up. “I am grateful to your father, then.”

      

      “You must not sit. You must rest,” she urged, propping an extra pillow behind his head.

      

      “Is your father a military man?”

      

      She nodded, her eyes squinting in something akin to pain. “Yes, My Lord. He went to fight in Spain.”

      

      “Has he yet returned? I know there are so many men who did not. We are fortunate that my brother did.”

      

      “Yes, My Lord. He returned last summer, but… yes, he returned.”

      

      Luke frowned. “Then what brings you into such employment as this, being a governess? Surely, your father is capable of providing for you?”

      

      “I decided I should like to be independent,” she said, without missing a beat.

      

      “Are you estranged from them?”

      

      She shook her head. “No.”

      

      Her demeanor had instantly become somewhat peculiar, her shoulders stiffening. She could not hold his gaze for longer than a couple of seconds, suggesting a tremor of deceit beneath the surface of her pretty features. What is she not telling me?

      

      “And your mother—is she well?”

      

      “I would prefer not to speak of my family, My Lord.” Another flicker of pain, as if the mention troubled her.

      

      “Very well. Where is it you hail from, Miss Dowels? I do not believe we have spoken of it.”

      

      “The North, My Lord.”

      

      He chuckled. “That is not very specific. Where in the North?”

      

      “A small village near Cumbria.”

      

      She had hesitated a moment too long, which made him all the more curious. Indeed, she was becoming more mysterious by the moment. At first glance, she had seemed to be a simple young lady in pursuit of independent means, but now he was not so sure. There was much going on behind that steady expression of hers, he could tell.

      

      “And you have no husband? I presume you do not, otherwise you would not be here,” he said. “There is no husband who would allow their wife to work, if they were capable themselves.”

      

      Her gaze turned away again, laced with that same pain. “I have no husband, My Lord.”

      

      Have you lost someone, Miss Dowels? Is it so painful that you cannot speak of it? He wanted to ask, but he did not want to appear unfeeling. Besides, it was evident that she did not wish to discuss it. Nor did he want to bring any more distress to her demeanor. She already appeared to be on-edge.

      

      “You should drink this,” she said, passing him a small brown bottle. “It will help with the pain.”

      

      “What is it?”

      

      She frowned uncertainly. “A concoction of my own creation. It is mostly willow-bark, distilled to intensify the natural analgesic properties. It will help, I promise you, and is far better for you than the laudanum that a physician would attempt to give.”

      

      He chuckled, the action prompting him to wince. “And you say your medical abilities are limited?” he teased. “Tell me, did your father teach you this, also?”

      

      “He did, My Lord. It is his recipe. I happened to have some in my case, which I brought from home.”

      

      “A small village in Cumbria, yes?”

      

      She coughed awkwardly. “Yes, that is correct.”

      

      She poured some of the syrupy liquid out onto the soup spoon and lifted it to Luke’s lips. With his eyes fixed on her, he drank the concoction. It tasted bitter and somewhat earthy, but it was not entirely unpleasant. She fed him another spoonful before replacing the stopper in the bottle, and setting it back on the tray.

      

      “Now, I know this may be uncomfortable for you, but I must apply a poultice to your ribs.” She could not look at him, and it only served to intrigue him further. Why was she so shy before him?

      

      “As you will, Miss Dowels.” He took the edge of his shirt and lifted it up to his chest, revealing the dappled skin. He looked up at her as her eyes widened, her teeth grazing her bottom lip for just a moment. It made him smile despite the agony. “Have you seen many gentlemen in such a state of undress? From a purely professional perspective, of course. I would never suggest otherwise.” He meant it. There was an undeniable innocence about Miss Dowels, which only further increased his ire towards the highwaymen who had tried to deflower her.

      

      “Very few, My Lord,” she replied, her voice thick. “I aided my father from time to time, but that is all.”

      

      Luke nodded. “I trust you. You have a gentle touch. I am certain these bruises will be gone in no time, thanks to you.”

      

      “You flatter me.”

      

      “No, I applaud your bravery.”

      

      She smiled, making his heart pound. Without another word, she drew out a clay pot of a thick, earthy-smelling substance. He watched her as she worked, smearing the mixture across a length of cloth and binding it around the injury, her touch making his skin tingle. Indeed, he could almost forget the pain, as long as he looked upon her.

      

      “I need you to sit up,” she said, reaching for a pile of bandages to keep the poultice in place. “You may rest your hands on my shoulders for purchase, if the pain is too much.”

      

      He felt his throat constrict as she put her arms around him, lifting him up off the pillows so she could wrap the bandages all the way around him. His face was so close to hers that he could have leaned in and kissed her. Instead, driven by impulse, he pushed a strand of escaped hair behind her ear. Her gaze met his, tension crackling between them. For a split-second, her eyes lowered, lingering on his lips. And then, she returned to her task, the moment gone. Yet not forgotten. Not in Luke’s mind.

      

      Once she had wrapped the bandages all the way around him, covering the poultice completely, she helped him to lie back down on the pillows. He kept his hand on her shoulder, and she did not immediately sit back up. Instead, she leaned over him, her side pressed against his in the most intoxicating way. He could feel the curve of her waist through the fabric of her cotton gown, and longed to brush his fingertips across those hidden contours.

      

      “Will I survive?” He smiled, wishing he had the nerve to pull her closer.

      

      She smiled back, nervous. “I think so, My Lord.” Sharply, she sat back up, as though she’d realized just how close she had been to him. Taking a shaky breath, she pointed to the brown bottle on the bedside table. “I will leave this here for you, in case you find yourself in pain throughout the night. Do not take more than two spoonfuls every four hours, otherwise it may upset your stomach. As for the poultice, I will refresh it in a few days’ time.”

      

      “You are intriguing, Miss Dowels. Has anyone told you that?” he blurted out.

      

      She glanced at him, startled. “They have not.”

      

      “Well, you are very intriguing indeed.”

      

      “I cannot think why,” she replied firmly. “I have no mystery about me. There is nothing remarkable to tell or discover, I assure you.”

      

      He smiled. Oh, I think I shall be the judge of that, Miss Dowels.
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      The Duchess, Louisa, looked toward Edmund, as they sat together in the drawing room at Rowfex Manor. He had been solemn ever since Luke’s accident, retreating into himself in a way that troubled her. She longed for the days when they had been mere children, playing contentedly beside one another, though she knew that time had passed, never to come again.

      

      Louisa loved Edmund and all of her children equally. Indeed, sometimes she believed she gave more affection to Edmund, for fear that any lapse in warmth might make him retreat further into himself. He had always been a melancholy child and that had turned him into a melancholy young man. Even more so after his return from the war. That did not seem to be changing, and it worried her. All she had ever wanted for her children was their happiness.

      

      “Were you thinking of riding today?” She broke the silence.

      

      Edmund shook his head. “No, I thought I might stay here and read.”

      

      “You have always loved your books.” She sighed quietly.

      

      “Is something the matter, Mother?”

      

      She smiled. “Not at all, my dear. I stayed at your brother’s bedside last night, and I am somewhat tired.”

      

      “How does he fare?” Worry drifted across Edmund’s face.

      

      “Much better.” She paused. “You know, I do wish the two of you would find harmony between yourselves.”

      

      “You blame me for what happened.” It was not a question, and it stung Louisa deeply.

      

      “No, my darling, I do not blame you for what happened. You were being young men, challenging one another. Nobody is to blame for your brother’s accident.”

      

      He nodded slowly. “I imagine he blames me. He always seeks to hold me responsible for his actions, even though he was the one who suggested we race.”

      

      “He did?”

      

      “You find that difficult to believe?” A steely look intensified Edmund’s gaze.

      

      “No, but I did not know the details, that is all.”

      

      He shrugged. “At least he is not permanently injured. We must be grateful for that. You would not want two broken sons, I expect.”

      

      “Edmund… you are not broken.”

      

      “Am I not?” A haunted look passed across his gaze.

      

      “No, of course you are not.”

      

      “Then why does Father look upon me as though I am?”

      

      She sighed. “Your Father worries, that is all.”

      

      “About his dynasty? About allowing an invalid to take his place?”

      

      She stared at him in shock. “He does not think that, and neither must you.”

      

      “Forgive me,” he murmured. “I, too, am rather weary.”

      

      Unsettled, Louisa turned her gaze out of doors, where the governess was playing in the gardens with the three youngest. They had taken to the young woman like ducks to water, and it cheered Louisa, to see them so happily engaged, despite the slight hint of envy that Miss Dowels could entertain them in a way that she could not. Thomas was not prone to smiling, but around the governess, he seemed content to laugh.

      

      I pray that you grow to be wiser than your older brothers. Her heart felt heavy in her chest. And I pray that you grow to be wiser than me.
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        * * *

      

      In the fortnight that followed, Teresa continued with her nursing duties. The Duchess had remained firm in her resolution to have Teresa tend Luke, though Teresa herself felt uncomfortable with the situation. It was not proper for a young lady to be so close with a young man so often, especially one that was not her husband, though a maid or Lord Luke’s valet was often there to return a level of propriety. However, she had to obey whatever the household decreed, regardless of her discomfort.

      

      In truth, it was not an entirely unpleasant experience, which worried her all the more. Being his nurse had given her the opportunity to touch him in a way that would have otherwise been impossible. Refreshing his poultice every few days meant she got a sense of the bare skin beneath his clothes. And, although she forced the feeling down, she could not deny that it made her curious.

      

      Once or twice, she’d caught herself staring into his eyes or staring down at his lips and prayed he had not noticed. She had quickly scolded herself, of course, for such thoughts were unbecoming of her.

      

      Whilst it was true that she had aided her father in some of his medical procedures, she had never been so close to a young gentleman of such superior physique. The soapy scent of his skin drifted across her, filling her senses, whenever they were pushed into that proximity. It was entirely overwhelming, and made her cheeks warm with embarrassment.

      

      The only trouble was, he seemed intent on discovering more about her. Every time she visited with him, he had more questions, which took the shine off her excitement somewhat. For some reason, he was trying to peel back the layers to discover the secrets within. Well, he may try, but he will never find anything of merit. There is naught but sadness in my history.

      

      Taking a deep breath, she walked up to the familiar door of Lord Luke’s chambers and knocked softly.

      

      “Come in,” Lord Luke replied.

      

      As she stepped into the room, she was surprised to find him sitting by the fire. He had a book open on his lap, his elegant fingers turning the pages whilst his eyes darted from left-to-right across the paper.

      

      “I did not expect you to be up, My Lord,” she said, unable to keep a small smile from her face. She was under the sneaking suspicion that Lord Luke was pretending to still be unwell, for the physician had already told the family that he was almost fully-mended. However, he continued to complain of aches and pains that required Teresa’s attention.

      

      In truth, in the two weeks that they had spent in one another’s company, Teresa had come to appreciate Lord Luke in a different light. Her frostiness had thawed, leaving a tentatively flourishing friendship. Indeed, she found herself looking forward to these visits in a way she had never expected, and not only because it gave her the opportunity to touch his bare skin. He was an interesting gentleman, adept in the art of conversation. If she had been allowed, she could wile away entire days at his bedside.

      

      “I thought it best not to linger in bed too long, for it is so very tedious,” he explained. “I feel as if my limbs have turned to aspic, and my mind is following closely behind. Staying in one room for all this time has a way of bringing a man to the edge of insanity.”

      

      She chuckled softly. “I believe the only affliction upon your mind is that of melodrama, My Lord.”

      

      “Perhaps,” he retorted, with a grin. “After all, you are the physician. You ought to know.”

      

      “A humble governess with some experience in medicine, that is all,” she corrected. “You would be placed in an asylum, regardless of a genuine mental affliction, if anyone were to hear you call a woman a doctor.”

      

      “My savior, then?”

      

      She smiled at him kindly. “You saved me first, remember?”

      

      “Ah, so I am my own savior, in a roundabout sort of way?”

      

      “Indeed, it would seem so,” she replied, tickled by his good humor. She liked him when he was in this mood, all silliness and witty repartee. Indeed, it made him all the more handsome, prompting her cheeks to flush with sudden warmth. Handsome, kind, and amusing… What more could she have asked for in a gentleman?

      

      “Your cheeks look a little pink this morning, Miss Dowels. Are you well?”

      

      She stared out of the window, worried her expression would give her away. “Quite well, My Lord. It is likely the heat from the fire.”

      

      “Ah… yes, of course. That must be it.” He eyed her suspiciously, an amused glimmer in his eyes.

      

      I pray he does not know that I have been admiring him. But, my goodness, how perceptive he is. I wish he were not.

      

      “Do you require my assistance this morning?” Teresa asked, feeling awkward. “If not, I will retreat to the nursery. The children will be awake soon, and they are only just regaining their schedule in their learning. Your tumble has quite thrown the household into disarray.”

      

      “Only when my life is in danger do they bother to show that they care,” he said, a veiled bitterness in his words. “Not Philomena or Elspeth or Thomas, of course. They care for me regardless, but this injury has truly shown a few shades of my family’s true colors.”

      

      “They are very concerned for you still, My Lord,” she assured.

      

      He tutted. “Aside from Edmund, you mean?”

      

      “Lord Harpington continues to ask after your wellbeing.”

      

      “And is no doubt regaling everyone who asks about the unfortunate incident, making the story more absurd each time. Tell me, is he still proclaiming himself to be the victor of our race?”

      

      Teresa glanced at Lord Luke. “I heard him mention so to His Grace, My Lord.”

      

      “Ridiculous! Had his horse not veered off, he would have suffered the same fate as I.” He sighed in exasperation. “Although, I suppose I should be glad. At least neither of our horses hit you, Miss Dowels, or Thomas for that matter. I will always be grateful for that. In truth, these injuries seem almost worth the trouble.”

      

      She frowned. “Whatever do you mean?”

      

      “Well, had it not been for my condition, I would never have seen you smile.”

      

      “You flatter me, My Lord,” she murmured, her throat constricting.

      

      “No, I tell the truth.”

      

      Heat flushed her cheeks as his words sunk in. He was looking at her with such warmth and affection that she did not quite know what to do with herself. Indeed, she almost ran from the room and headed to the nursery before another word could pass between them.

      

      There is no use in your joy, Teresa. He may look at you with affection now, but what more can you expect from a man such as he? Do not be foolish. Do not allow yourself to feel what you should not and cannot.

      

      Had circumstances been different, and her station been better, she knew there might have been hope of something more. Then, she might have entertained the happiness that his presence brought to her life. But, in truth, no man such as he would wish to wed a woman of so little means.

      

      And there was nothing she could do about that.
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      “Darling?”

      

      The Duchess’ voice echoed through the hallway, distracting Luke’s attention. He was sitting by the window in the library, watching Miss Dowels with the children. It had become a favored pastime of his. A sweet way to while away the hours. Whenever he waved now, she waved back, and had a secret smile that belonged only to him. He had not seen her smile that way for anyone else.

      

      “In here, Mother,” he called out, grabbing a book from the nearby shelf. He did not wish his mother to see him staring at the governess, more for Miss Dowels’ sake than his.

      

      “Goodness me, you spend so much time in here,” she tutted, as she entered the room. Her eyes lingered on the four figures beyond the window, a strange frown furrowing her otherwise-smooth brow.

      

      Look away, Mother. Do not blame her for my appreciative gaze.

      

      “I enjoy the peace, and Father keeps his best books in here,” he explained, drawing her attention away from Miss Dowels.

      

      “Hmm… if you say so,” she remarked suspiciously.

      

      “Did you need me for something?” he prompted.

      

      “Ah, yes,” she said, remembering. “I know there has been a great many distractions of late, with your injuries and such. However, it has been another week since Doctor Partridge last visited, and he informed us that you were quite well. As such, we must resume our former endeavors as if this hiccup had never happened.”

      

      He looked at her, puzzled. “Our former endeavors, Mother? And what, pray tell, are those?”

      

      “You know very well what I am talking about, Luke. Do not play the fool,” she chided sternly. “You must attend on your Father, and learn about the estate, so you may aid your brother in the future. I have already discussed the matter with him.” A strange note tinged his mother’s voice, but she had been acting rather strange of late, so he thought little of it.

      

      “And what did he have to say about that?” Luke replied.

      

      “He will do his duty, as must you,” she said simply. “He understands what is expected of him. I pray that you do, too.”

      

      Luke laughed bitterly. “So, I am to traipse around after the pair of them?”

      

      “Precisely.”

      

      “But I am content where I am. Surely, you would not ask an invalid to do such a thing?”

      

      The Duchess’ eyes narrowed. “Do not be obtuse, Luke. It does not suit you. You are not an invalid, you are perfectly well. And I would rather you did not sit here all day, staring at the governess. It undoubtedly makes her uncomfortable, as it does the rest of us.”

      

      “I have been watching the children, Mother. Nothing more.” His throat constricted, his eyes longing to turn and look at Miss Dowels. In truth, although they were enjoying a pleasant acquaintanceship, he often found himself glancing at her in a more romantic manner. Her intelligence, humor, and captivating smile were never far from his mind.

      

      Though he sensed such a matter was not far off, he did not want to enter into a marriage of convenience, as his own mother and father had. Nor did he want to make some poor young lady endure the same. He wanted to marry for love, as idealistic as that might sound to others.

      

      It was why he had persisted in putting the matter off, though he had always known that he could not avoid it forever. He knew his family; love was not even a factor in his finding a wife. One day, he would be asked to obey, and he would have no choice but to agree. But Edmund would likely come first. At least, that was Luke’s hope.

      

      “If you say so,” the Duchess replied.

      

      “I do.”

      

      She sighed. “Now, to the subject at hand. I understand that you young men must have your bout of recklessness, but it is time that you settled,” she went on. “You cannot always be riding wherever you please, injuring yourself as you have done. It is past time you matured, Luke. Aiding your brother will provide that for you—a reason to own your responsibilities.”

      

      A joyful ripple of laughter found its way through the window, causing him to turn on instinct. Miss Dowels was chasing the children around the garden, pretending to be a monster of some kind. The sight brought a smile to his lips, though a second ago he had felt no cause for happiness.

      

      “You may turn from the window, Darling,” the Duchess said with quiet menace. “I did not ask her to be your nurse so that you might make doe-eyes at her. Indeed, she has performed her duties with the utmost professionalism. I suggest you do the same, or I shall be forced to cast her out of this house.”

      

      He whirled around. “You would not. She is blameless.” The words tumbled out of his mouth before he could prevent them. “And besides, I have not been making doe-eyes. I merely admire the way that the children adore her. She is excellent with them, and it brings me joy to see them smile.”

      

      She arched a knowing eyebrow. “I very much hope that is the case, my dear, for I should hate to lose such excellent help. I, too, am delighted by the change in my youngest. Under her tutelage, they will become fair and intelligent; the kind of young gentleman and ladies that will make all of England fawn over them, in pursuit of a marriage union.”

      

      “Because that is all you can think about,” Luke shot back. “They are children, Mother. How can you even think that for them at this moment in their lives?”

      

      “A mother must always think ahead. Now, if I am forced to find another governess, I shall be extraordinarily cross. Miss Dowels is a delight, and I would have her remain here. It is another splendid reason as to why you must distract yourself with more important matters. Then, I shall know for certain that you are not bluffing, and you are not making doe-eyes at the poor girl.”

      

      “I am not,” he protested.

      

      “Then you will have no qualms about going to your brother and father now.”

      

      Oh, you are very clever, Mother. Somehow, she had boxed him in with his own affections. If he admitted the truth and told his mother that he admired Miss Dowels very much, then she would lose her post. If he remained quiet and did as he was told, then everything would stay the same. Only, he would be forced to spend more time with his brother.

      

      “I see there is no way that I can evade it,” he replied curtly.

      

      “Excellent, then I shall continue to make arrangements.” She clapped her hands together in satisfied delight, before striding out of the room without so much as a cursory farewell.

      

      With his heart sinking like a stone, Luke turned over his shoulder to glance once more at Miss Dowels.

      

      Look at me… look at me and I will continue to hope that my life will not be without joy.

      

      Slowly, with a subtle turn of her head, she looked back at the window. A smile lifted her features, lighting her up from within. He raised his hand in a wave, and she waved back.

      

      Who am I trying to fool? All is already lost. I cannot have her cast out because of me.
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        * * *

      

      Edmund tried to maintain an air of dignity as he sat with Luke in the Duke’s study, attempting to focus on what was being said. They were going through exceedingly dull estate matters, which had turned Edmund’s mood sour. He did not understand why Luke had been sent here, and it irked him.

      

      Perhaps you no longer deem me worthy of my inheritance. Perhaps you are training Luke to usurp me. It was a constant paranoia in Edmund’s mind, borne of his persistent ailments. For who would want to give so much to a gentleman who could not walk without a limp and suffered haunting memories that were forever burned in his mind? His father had been the only one to encounter the night terrors that plagued Edmund from time to time, and he knew it perturbed the Duke.

      

      Nevertheless, Luke will only prove himself useless… and yet, you will likely congratulate him at every turn, Father. He kept quiet, not wanting to stir the pot. He wrestled with his paranoia, trying to conjure a different line of thought. One that perplexed him less. He settled on one as his breathing slowed, resolving to believe that this was his mother’s doing, as a means of bringing the brothers closer together. Nothing more. I fear it will not work, Mother.

      

      After all, Luke had nothing to worry about. He had always drifted where he pleased, whenever he pleased, caring little for the estate. Meanwhile, Edmund was left with the future of the household on his shoulders, as well as his own Marquessate to contend with. What aid could Luke possibly be, when he cared so little for this kind of thing?

      

      I must endure, he told himself. I must continue to build my reputation, so that they see how inferior Luke is. Indeed, he wondered if this might be the perfect opportunity. Even if he had to watch Luke fumble through matters of the household, he would do so, if only to keep the peace and bolster his own aptitude for these matters. But Luke was so very immature and reckless. How could he possibly undertake the enormity of helping to run an estate without wrecking everything?

      

      As long as he does not threaten what I am creating, I will allow it.

      

      “Father, I was hoping we might gather some of the local militia and send them out onto the roads, to look for the highwaymen who attacked Miss Dowels,” Luke said suddenly, surprising everyone. “It will not do, to have such criminals roaming close to our estate. I would not see the same thing happen to another unfortunate young lady.”

      

      “Yes, and that is the only reason for your concern?” Edmund replied drily.

      

      “What do you mean?” Luke eyed him.

      

      “Nothing.” Edmund shrugged with feigned innocence.

      

      The Duke frowned. “I have been contemplating that myself, my boy. It has been some weeks since the incident that brought her here in such a terrible state, and there have been further reports of wrongdoing.”

      

      Luke nodded. “I had heard, Father. I would have suggested it sooner, but I could not, due to my injuries.”

      

      Due to your time fawning over Miss Dowels, you mean. Luke did not have the faintest idea of what it meant to be truly wounded, though he was playing up to it with aplomb.

      

      “That can be your first task as a form of steward to this estate,” the Duke replied. “You can work with your brother on gathering a contingent of militia men and setting them to the mission of discovering these wretches. Providing you can garner the appropriate permissions, of course. As you have said, it would not do to have word spread that the countryside near our estate is unsafe.”

      

      “Why not? It will keep the ton away.” Luke smirked.

      

      “And why would we want to keep the ton away?” the Duke replied tersely. “Your mother has planned a ball for a fortnight’s time, and I would hate for her to receive refusals to her invitation.”

      

      “A ball?” Edmund and Luke chorused. There was only one reason their mother had planned a ball, and it did not sit well with Edmund at all. He had evaded the institution of marriage for as long as he could, though he knew it would only be a matter of time before he was forced to comply. I suppose I would make a suitable match, given my position. After all, no young lady would shy away from the possibility of becoming a Marchioness and a future Duchess, in one fell swoop, even if it meant marrying a weakened gentleman.

      

      “Yes, a ball. It is to celebrate our thirtieth anniversary, so you needn’t worry yourselves.” The Duke smiled with amusement.

      

      Edmund’s heart jolted. So, it had been thirty years since the Duke and Duchess had been forced into their marriage of convenience? Did they hope to echo that sentiment with him, at this ball? He hoped not, though he knew it was likely. His mother did so love matchmaking, though he had avoided her every attempt thus far.

      

      “Then we will see that a guard is sent through the nearby roads, to try and uncover the cretins who attacked the carriage,” Luke said firmly. “If there is to be a ball, then time is of the essence. Edmund?”

      

      He sighed. “I suppose I have little choice but to aid you.”

      

      Luke grinned. “Excellent, then we should begin at once.”

      

      Yes, I suppose we must.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, with the children abed, Teresa sat in the kitchens of Rowfex Manor, talking amiably with the cook, Mrs. Dolan. She was baking pastries for the following morning, and Teresa had always enjoyed watching baking in action. There was something comforting in the process of it; the butter and the flour and the eggs, and the way it came together to make something delicious.

      

      “The young ones seem happy now that you’re here,” Mrs. Dolan said, as she put a tray in to bake.

      

      Teresa smiled. “They are very sweet.”

      

      “I haven’t seen them smile like that in a long time.”

      

      “Why is that?” Teresa wondered aloud.

      

      “I don’t mind telling you, but there have been arguments of late. I tell you, I could hear them howling at one another from all the way down here. Lord Harpington and his brother, always arguing with Her Grace over potential matches, amongst other things.”

      

      Teresa felt her heart jump. “Potential matches?”

      

      “Oh yes, there are plenty of young ladies who’d like to be a Duchess or a Marchioness. And the Duchess herself is keen to see them married as soon as possible, to secure the family’s future. The Duke is a formidable man, and no mistake, but nobody lives forever.”

      

      It was nice to talk plainly, but Teresa wondered if the cook was being a little too forthcoming. Even so, she felt intrigued, wanting more snippets of information about the future of the two brothers. Lord Luke, in particular. She knew that she could never hope to be at his side, but that did not stop a spark of envy igniting inside her.

      

      “Have they found themselves suitable matches?” Teresa pressed.

      

      “Goodness no, that’s why there’ve been so many arguments about the place. Then again, they have always argued—those two eldest. It frightens the youngest ones, I think, which is why I’m glad they’ve got you. You’re a calming influence, Miss,” she replied. “I know the Duchess was glad to have you to care for His Lordship, after he fell from his horse. A terrible business.”

      

      “It was rather worrying,” Teresa admitted. She was about to open her mouth to ask another question, when a figure staggered into the kitchens. Lord Luke leaned up against the wall, his eyes starry with inebriation.

      

      “My Lord, what brings you down to the kitchens at such an hour?” Mrs. Dolan cried in alarm.

      

      Getting down off her stool, Teresa walked over to him. He seemed merry, but there was a sadness, too. It lingered in the downturn of his lips.

      

      “My Lord, are you quite well?” she asked, nearing him.

      

      He nodded slowly. “I am today.”

      

      “I think you may fare better with some cool air about you,” Teresa suggested, glancing at Mrs. Dolan. “I will take him out into the gardens for a moment. Might you make some toast and some coffee for him, to ease the effects of whatever he has imbibed?”

      

      Mrs. Dolan nodded. “Certainly, Miss. I’ll bring it to you directly.”

      

      “Thank you,” Teresa said, before returning her attention to Lord Luke. “Come now, let us get you outside before anyone sees you in this state.”

      

      Together, they walked back up the steep stairwell of the lower floor and across the entrance hall. Lord Luke followed Teresa like an obedient child, happily being led out into the brisk night air. She listened for the sound of the rest of the family, but the house lay still and silent. He had come back alone, by the looks of it.

      

      “What happened, My Lord?” she asked, setting him down on the steps that led into the garden proper.

      

      He peered up at her with twinkly eyes. “A plan.”

      

      “A plan? Whatever do you mean?”

      

      “We are to find the men who harmed you.”

      

      “But why are you as you are?”

      

      He chuckled. “A celebratory brandy around the fire, with my father and my brother. He has already taken to bed, for he cannot hold his liquor.”

      

      “Neither can you, it would seem.”

      

      “You know, I envy Thomas,” he went on, a faraway look in his eyes.

      

      “You do?”

      

      “He will grow into manhood and be able to wed whomever he pleases. But me? I will be made to wed a lady who will neither love me nor care for me. I will marry her, and she will quake and tremble at the altar because she does not wish to be my wife. That is what I may look forward to. My brother, too, if my mother has her way,” he said bitterly. A stab of envy struck her, but she forced it down. Of course he will marry. You cannot be jealous of the inevitable.

      

      “You must not speak so.”

      

      “Mustn’t I? Must I hide the truth?” He glanced at her, with a small smile. “Does it trouble you to know what my future holds?”

      

      Teresa lowered her gaze. “I cannot say, My Lord.”

      

      “Cannot or will not? And please, call me Luke. I hate to hear ‘My Lord’ from your sweet lips.”

      

      “My… My Lord, please do not ask me to answer. And you know that I cannot refer to you in so informal a manner.” She could not admit to caring for him, nor could she admit the spike of jealousy she felt in her heart, at the prospect of him marrying another.

      

      “Why not?” He held her gaze. “You are so deeply mysterious, Miss Dowels.”

      

      She shook her head. “I assure you, I am not.”

      

      “What if I were to say that you were the young lady I cannot remove from my thoughts? What would you say then?”

      

      “You cannot, My Lord. You are not in your right mind.”

      

      “I have never thought with more clarity, Miss Dowels, I assure you.” Luke tilted his head up, looking towards the glittering sky overhead. “Have you ever wondered how many stars are up there, Miss Dowels?”

      

      “I have not,” she replied, her heart pounding. She wanted him to say that her fledgling feelings were returned, but she feared the consequences. After all, she could not hope to reach such lofty heights.

      

      “Sometimes, I wonder if you came from up there—from the heavens,” he said merrily, undeterred. “I know so little of your past, and you simply appeared on the road that day. I heard the whinny of the horses and the shouts of those hideous men. Had I not been returning from my military training exercise that night, I would not have happened upon you.”

      

      “I will always be grateful that you were there that day,” Teresa replied, her voice catching as she recalled the danger.

      

      “Fate sent you to me,” he said, turning to her. “Why would it have done so, if there were not something more to occur between us?”

      

      She faltered, wondering what he was talking about. He had never spoken to her in this way before, but, apparently, the inebriation had made him bold. The way he spoke of the stars and the heavens, and of their fated meeting; she could not help but feel flattered, and somewhat curious.

      

      Does he truly feel as I do? It certainly sounded like it.

      

      “What do you mean, My Lord?” she asked, biting her lip nervously.

      

      “You, my angel—you and our fated destiny.” An amused smile lit up his face, as he swayed on the step.

      

      “You have imbibed too much. You do not know what you are saying,” she said softly.

      

      He laughed. “You would not have me talk this way, as you do not believe as I do?”

      

      “I cannot dare to, My Lord. I am a humble governess. You must know that such a destiny is impossible, if you are suggesting what I suspect you are,” she replied solemnly, fixing her gaze on the near distance. It seemed deeply unjust, but such was life. Life could be cruel and bitter sometimes. She had already learnt that lesson.

      

      “And yet, your words give me hope,” he murmured.

      

      “They should not.” She stumbled over her words, eager to change the topic of conversation.

      

      “Why not?” He moved closer, lifting his hand to her cheek. She gulped, for she had come to associate a man’s touch with something dark and disturbing, but this did not feel remotely poisonous. Instead, it felt soft and gentle, making her want him to lean closer.

      

      “Because I am in the employ of this household. And you are merry with drink. You do not know what you are saying.” Dreams of his kiss entered her mind, making her wonder what the graze of his lips would feel like against hers. He wore only his shirt, with no waistcoat or jacket, and she could see the contours of his muscular physique beneath. It reminded her of the horse ride, and how she had struggled not to lean against him.

      

      And yet, now, she desired nothing more than to be close to him. Would she feel safe, if he were to wrap his arms around her, or would it only lead her into further danger? She did not know, but she knew she had to be wise. Even in secret, she did not dare to think of him in such terms, so she could certainly not act upon it. If she did, she would surely lose her position and her regard, in one fell swoop.

      

      “May I kiss you?” he murmured.

      

      She shook her head. “No, My Lord. You must go to your bed.”

      

      “With you?”

      

      She stared at him in shock. “No, My Lord!”

      

      He was chastened. “You are right. I should not have said that.” Slowly, painfully, he removed his hand from her cheek and stood back. “I will take to my chambers, and I ask for your forgiveness. I have imbibed too much, as you have said.”

      

      “I think that would be wise,” she replied.

      

      “But, please know, I will do all I can to bring those men to justice.”

      

      “I thank you for that, My Lord.”

      

      He nodded and turned to go back inside. “They will pay for what they tried to do,” he said, glancing over his shoulder. “And, if I may, I will restore that necklace to you.”

      

      Her heart soared. “Gratitude, My Lord.”

      

      “As long as you are near me, no harm will befall you again. You have my word on that.” Turning back around, he entered the house and disappeared through the kitchens, leaving Teresa to gather her breath and her thoughts.

      

      As cheered as she was by the prospect of those wretches being made to pay, a worrying doubt nagged at the back of her mind. They were dangerous men, and Lord Luke had already proven that he had a propinquity for trouble. She only hoped that he would not come to harm, in the pursuit of these devils.

      

      For, if he did, she did not know how she would ever forgive herself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      Stark reality set in as night came to a close.

      

      Luke paced his chambers in a state of alarmed quiet, trying to contemplate what he ought to do about Miss Dowels. In his inebriated state, his behavior had not seemed nearly as outlandish as it did now, standing alone in his bedchamber as the minutes ticked down to the ill-judged dawn.

      

      I should not have spoken to her like that. And yet, he had spoken truthfully. He was only glad that he had not said more than he had, for he did not know how he would make amends. He did not wish to put her in a perilous position, and he vowed never to do so again. He would keep his feelings to himself, from this moment onward.

      

      “I cannot dare to,” Miss Dowels had said last night, when he had alluded to his nascent feelings for her. She had also told him that he should not hope, but he did so regardless. Her words had given him encouragement. Even if he could not find a way to be with her, he would not settle for anything less than love. If that meant he never married, then so be it.

      

      First of all, however, he needed to ensure he survived the mission to find these highwaymen. When dealing with such creatures, death and injury was a very real prospect, and though he wished to teach them a brutal lesson, he did not want to die for their education.
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        * * *

      

      Teresa, meanwhile, lay upon her bed in her chambers, close to the nursery, and thought about the previous night. She had been unable to sleep, her mind fevered with thoughts of Luke. No matter how she tried, she could not forget the touch of his hand, nor his request to kiss her.

      

      Closing her eyes, she pictured him, walking toward her across the gardens of Rowfex, with moonlight glowing overhead. She imagined him in only his shirt and trousers, as he had been the previous night. With his dark curls and stormy blue eyes, she imagined him smiling as he neared.

      

      “You said you could not feel these things for me,” she envisioned him saying.

      

      “I had a change of heart,” she would reply. “I knew I could not be without you.”

      

      “I am glad to hear it.”

      

      She smiled as she dreamt of his hand upon her cheek, in the same place he had touched her before. Slowly, he leaned closer, until his lips were upon hers, grazing them tenderly. She pictured herself sinking into the strength of his body, letting her arms loop about his neck as they kissed more deeply, his mouth catching hers in a sensual rhythm.

      

      She did not know much about love, nor about the act that occurred between those who were married, but she tried to use her imagination as best she could. Feeling her way through the dream, she imagined him pulling her closer, until her body was flush against his, his kiss so fervent it bordered on desperation. Naturally, she matched his urgency, chuckling to herself as she envisioned his tongue dancing with hers.

      

      Gently, her dream-Luke picked her up and lay her down on the grass, both of them bathed in the silvery glow of the moon. They kissed passionately, his body safe and strong against hers. It brought a smile to her lips, even though she knew she should not be thinking such things.

      

      As she peered up at him in her imagination, Luke’s face changed to that of another. Instead of his handsome features, she saw the half-shrouded face of the highwayman who had tried to dishonor her. Her eyes snapped open, her heart racing and her breath coming in short, panicked gasps as she tried to push away the memory.

      

      Sitting up and bringing the edge of the coverlet to her chin, she looked to the window, where the dawn sky still covered the world in a dusky sheen of mauve. Those men were still out there, and she realized she would never be able to feel joy until they were apprehended. Until then, her dreams would only continue to turn into terrible nightmares.
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        * * *

      

      Luke looked up in alarm, as someone knocked against the door of his chamber. Already dressed, he crossed the room to answer, wondering who could be calling upon him when dawn had yet to fully rise.

      

      “Lord Luke?” A man gasped on the threshold, a footman standing beside him. It was one of the fellows that Luke had employed to oversee the capture of these highwaymen.

      

      “George?”

      

      “I did not wish to rouse the household, but I thought I should come to you. There has been an incident involving a coach carrying two young ladies, and the night’s watch have gone in pursuit of three fellows.”

      

      “Highwaymen?” He narrowed his eyes.

      

      George nodded. “We believe so. I thought you should know of it.”

      

      “I am glad you came to me. We must go, at once. Lead me to them.”

      

      George hesitated. “Are you sure, My Lord?”

      

      “I am. Now, come, before it is too late.” If these highwaymen could be caught, he did not want to miss out on their capture.

      

      “Very well, My Lord.” George turned and hurried down the stairs, with Luke in hot pursuit, after grabbing his coat and his pistols from the nearby chest. He and Edmund had planned to join the first contingent of guards that very morning, but there seemed to be no time like the present.

      

      Pausing on the threshold, he glanced over his shoulder, to make sure that no one was lurking in the shadows. But the house stayed silent. Not a creature stirred. Satisfied that nobody would seek to persuade him against this, he sprinted for the stables. A few moments later, he was on his horse, riding away with George at his side.

      

      Fifteen minutes later, they pulled to a halt beside an overturned carriage, which lay despondently upon the road. The driver lay dead on the ground in front of it, and two young ladies were sitting on the grass verge nearby. They were already being attended to by two of the guard that Luke had employed, giving him the liberty to look out toward the rolling fields.

      

      “Which way did they go?” he asked, turning to George.

      

      “They went towards those woods, My Lord.”

      

      “Then that is where we must go.” Digging in his heels, he took off before George could say another word, racing for the distant woods. He only hoped that he was not too late, and that they had not escaped before he had the chance to make them pay.

      

      Crashing through the trees, Luke kept his eyes on the dense fog that rolled across the undergrowth. It was eerie, as if the ghosts of this place were rising up. This was a haunted world, indeed.

      

      He rode on, until he reached a river, which cut through the center of the forest. Hoofprints marked the muddy ground, churning it up. Did they cross the river? He could not be sure. If they had, then he knew he would never catch them.

      

      “I did not know if you would be bold enough to come yourself, My Lord,” a voice jeered from the nearby trees, muffled and strange. “How very foolish of you.”

      

      Luke glanced into the darkness, but he could not make out the speaker. “I would never shy from bringing criminals to justice, whoever you are. Truthfully, I rather thought that you would be the one to stay away, if you had any sense of what was good for you.”

      

      “You would have liked that, wouldn’t you?” The hidden voice snickered.

      

      “You will be made to suffer for your actions.” Luke’s stomach churned with nerves, the pistols weighing heavily on his mind. He could not bow out now, not with the enemy so close.

      

      “And what actions might those be? I have performed so many terrible acts, that you must be specific.” The fellow spoke with a clipped, clear accent that did not align with his behavior, but it was not a voice he recognized.

      

      “You harmed a dear friend of mine,” Luke shot back. “You took something that belonged to her.”

      

      “Her honor?” A dark laugh echoed through the trees, amplified by the arching canopy.

      

      “No, I stopped you before you could take that,” Luke snarled. “But you took a necklace, and I will have it returned.”

      

      “Ah, the fiery little creature—the governess, I believe she said she was?”

      

      Luke desperately searched the surrounding area, but he could not pinpoint the villain’s location. He seemed to be coming from everywhere and nowhere, the presence of the trees throwing off the sound.

      

      “You will be punished,” he said, meaning every word.

      

      The hidden fellow laughed. “I do not recall her asking you to be so chivalrous, nor do I recall her complaining of my actions. I believe she rather liked it and would have enjoyed the pounding I was about to give her, had you not turned up.”

      

      “You cowardly devil!” Luke roared, his anger spiking. He would not have anyone speak of Miss Dowels in such a despicable manner. Indeed, he would end this man, once and for all, if he only dared to show himself.

      

      “That governess of yours was playing coy, that is all. She did not need your assistance, nor were her tears real.” The fellow chuckled. “Are you envious, Sir? Do you wish you could have been the one to ravish her? It certainly sounds like it.”

      

      “I will have your head for that!”

      

      “You must catch me first.” A branch snapped close by, making Luke’s head whip around. He peered into the undergrowth, snatching for his pistols and preparing them to shoot, only to find a startled rabbit darting for safety. The polished handles of the pistols were sleek and heavy in his clammy palms, brimming with menace. He did not like them much, but necessity beckoned.

      

      “Show yourself,” Luke commanded.

      

      “I would rather you shot the rabbit,” the man replied, irritatingly blasé.

      

      The sun had almost fully risen on the horizon, casting a soft, orange glow through the canopy of the woodland. At least I may properly see my aggressor soon enough. Shooting in the dark would have been unwise. Although, if he had to, Luke would do it, if only to vanquish this foul creature.

      

      “Come out, and you may live,” Luke warned.

      

      “No, I do not think that I shall.”

      

      Luke braced himself, lifting his pistols and aiming the first one at the spot where he thought the man’s voice had come from. A shot rang out, splintering the dawn air. He expected to hear the sound of a wounded man, but it did not come.

      

      “A miss,” the fellow said, with a cackle.

      

      Luke lifted his pistol and pulled the trigger of the second pistol without care, aiming between two tree trunks to his left. He wanted to scare the man out of his hiding place, so he could finish the job. The shot ricocheted through the space between the trees, landing uselessly in a tree trunk beyond it. Luke grimaced, infuriated by the evasive tactics of this highwayman.

      

      “Another miss,” the man tutted. “Aren’t you supposed to be a famed marksman? Or, perhaps, that is your brother. The elder one. What is his name again?”

      

      Luke took the time to reload his weapons, using materials he kept in his saddlebag, and was about to fire again. He was so focused that he almost did not hear the sound of a pistol firing.  The lead ball hit him in the arm, a shout of pain wrenching from his throat as he quickly covered the wound.

      

      Luke’s head snapped back to the opposite bank, where he saw a figure hurrying away through the bushes. It was followed, a moment later, by the telltale beat of hooves upon the forest floor. No!

      

      Before he knew what was happening, he lolled forward against the pommel of his horse, gripping it tight to keep from falling off.

      

      A red circle appeared at the top of his shirt sleeve, scarlet blooming out across the cream fabric of his shirt. He looked down in horror, as though his body did not belong to him, barely able to put together how such a thing had happened.

      

      Then a cry echoed through the woodland, distracting him. He turned in time to see a figure darting through the trees, running towards him. The figure drew closer, the morning glow revealing the frightened face of Miss Dowels.

      

      “My Lord, thank goodness!” she cried, as she closed the gap between them. Luke tried to focus on her, but the pain had made his eyes foggy. “My Lord, you are hurt,” Miss Dowels cried, reaching up to look at the wound. “You put yourself in such grave danger. My goodness, I could not have borne it if… well, if you had been killed. We must get you to a physician.” She helped him down from his horse, so she could examine his wound.

      

      Luke struggled through the pain. “I almost had him.”

      

      “Who?” Her eyes darted toward the riverbank.

      

      “The man who harmed you.”

      

      “That is not worth your life, My Lord,” she said sadly, tearing a strip of fabric from the sleeve of her gown and pressing with added vehemence into the wound. He grimaced, air hissing through his teeth as pain overpowered his senses.

      

      “His attempt to kill me was something of a surprise, I will admit.”

      

      “You should not have put yourself in such danger, My Lord. I should not say it aloud, but I must,” she mumbled, tearing off another strip of her gown to bind his wound. “If you die of these injuries… I shall be extraordinarily furious with you.”

      

      He winced at the agony. “Then we ought to call for a physician. Doctor Partridge is likely tired of attending on me by now.”

      

      “Will you inform your mother and father of what has happened this morning?”

      

      He shook his head. “I will tell them that I fell. They will believe that.”

      

      “Would be that you had, My Lord. What a foolhardy endeavor.” She tutted in exasperation.

      

      “I did it for you.”

      

      Her expression softened. “You foolish, foolish man,” she muttered, adding more strips of fabric to his wound.

      

      “How did you know where to find me?” he asked, admiring her complexion in the morning light. Not for the first time, he wondered if she might truly be an angel. She certainly looked like one, in that moment.

      

      She shot him a worried look. “I overhead the guard telling you about the coach and ladies being held up by the highwaymen. I followed you on horseback, when you slipped from the house in so secretive a manner. I sent the butler to fetch your brother, so he is likely on his way.” She paused. “Then, I spotted the carriage and knew you could not be far from it. In truth, I lost you for a short while. In the end, the shots gave me your exact location.”

      

      “Where is your horse?”

      

      “I left it outside the woods,” she replied.

      

      “Do you really think me foolish?” he wondered, feeling stung. Luke saw clearly that Teresa’s purpose in life was selfless support of others. He was not surprised that she had rushed to the scene of calamity—the overturned carriage—or that it was she bandaging his bleeding wound in her no-nonsense way.

      

      “I think you rather silly, but I… I am grateful for your reasoning. I just wish you had left it to your men on the road.”

      

      “I should have waited, you are right,” he said quietly. “But I did not want to lose those wretches. I did not want them to escape. When George came to me, to tell me what he had seen, I could not help but follow.”

      

      “You will catch them next time,” she replied. “I know that you will.”

      

      “Here, let us return to the house.” With her walking beside Moonstruck, they made their way back out of the woods to where her own horse was waiting. She lifted herself into the saddle with ease, before they turned toward the Rowfex Estate. However, he noted that she pulled the hood of her cloak far down over her face, so that nobody could see her. Very wise, my angel.

      

      More than ever before, he wanted to know everything about this young woman. How had she learned so much about medicine? What caused the pain in her eyes? Where did she come from and what was her story?

      

      He wanted to learn it all, so that he might permit his tentative feelings to expand. After all, it would do no good to fall for a woman with dark ghosts lingering in her past.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      “What happened?” Edmund pulled up his horse, meeting Luke and Miss Dowels on the driveway leading up to the house. He had heard that there had been some trouble and was eager to find out if his brother was well. His heart raced as he saw the blood spreading across Luke’s shirt, a deep frown furrowing his forehead.

      

      “An incident with the highwaymen,” Luke replied. He looked very pale indeed. “With one highwayman, to be precise. Our men gave chase, and I managed to discover him in the woods, but he evaded us.”

      

      “I was just coming to see how I might assist. Did the highwaymen take anything? Were they apprehended before they could cause any harm?”

      

      Luke gave a small shrug. “The carriage was in a dire state and the driver had been killed. The two ladies within are being brought to the Manor, where they might recover, but they are shaken. It is hardly surprising, considering what they have endured this morning.” His eyes hardened. “These highwaymen must be stopped.”

      

      “I will ride to the other men now and speak with them,” Edmund replied. He did not care to see young ladies of good reputation suffer, and he desired to bring them comfort, if he could. “We will apprehend them, Luke, even if we must spare every able man for the task.”

      

      “Thank you, Brother.” Luke winced, his face twisting up in a mask of pain.

      

      “As for you, I suggest you take to your bed. Doctor Partridge will be sent for, though he is likely tired of the sight of your face.” Edmund gave a worried smile.

      

      “I will see to that, My Lord,” Miss Dowels replied.

      

      “Very good. Then I will not keep you.” Edmund dug in his heels, spurring the beast on down the driveway. Reaching the gate, he turned to look back over his shoulder. He did not care for the proximity of Miss Dowels to his brother.

      

      Then again, Luke was prone to causing the family problems with his lax attitude and devil-may-care manner. Usually, it was up to Edmund to clean up the messes he made, and he hoped he would not have another to resolve. A romance could not, and would not, be allowed to blossom between these two. Edmund would not stand for it.

      

      Do not cause a scandal, Luke. His brother rarely listened to him, but this was not simply about Luke. Miss Dowels needed this position. Edmund could see how fervently she adored her role in the household and knew how fond the children were of her. And, if Luke persisted in his romantic endeavors, continuing this proximity with Miss Dowels… he would not be the only one who lost dearly. This involved all of them, whether Luke chose to admit that or not.

      

      You will not be allowed to ruin lives, Brother. Even if I must stand in your way. Sighing, he turned around and pressed on, praying he could resolve the matter with these young ladies before word reached the gossipmongers of the ton. The Duchess had been through quite enough, without having her home avoided as though the plague had struck.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you to take care of me again?” Luke glanced at Teresa as she gathered her magical ointments and potions and approached his bedside. He had been forced to remove his shirt so that she might attend to the injury. The ball had entered through the hollow that connected his arm to his shoulder, and his entire arm was streaked with crimson.

      

      “Until the physician arrives,” she replied. Her cheeks were pink, her eyes shining with something akin to sadness.

      

      “Are you sad, Miss Dowels?” He wanted to reach up to touch her face but sensed she might recoil. He did not know if he was the cause of her anguish, or if there was something more, bubbling beneath the surface of her emotions.

      

      “I would not call it sadness,” she said. Dipping a cloth into a bowl of warm water that she had procured, she began to wash away the drying blood. Pinkish rivulets meandered across his skin, dripping down.

      

      “Then, pray, tell me what is the matter? Have I caused this distress?” It was the last thing he wanted. Indeed, he felt a deep gratitude for Miss Dowels, that she had come to him in his time of need. It angered him that the devil had managed to escape, but at least it had brought Miss Dowels to his side.

      

      She continued to daub away the mess that streaked his arm. “It is not my place to say, My Lord.”

      

      “And yet, I would urge you to.”

      

      “You took such a risk this morning,” she said, lifting her gaze to meet his. “You might have been killed. Why did you not wait for your men? I cannot fathom it. It was foolish, so very foolish. I cannot think what I might have done if you had fallen. I could not have endured it.”

      

      His pulse quickened. She cares for me… “I am sorry, Miss Dowels. I acted rashly; I know that. Please… say that you will forgive me? I only wished to capture that fellow for your sake, so that I could retrieve what he stole from you.”

      

      Her expression softened. “How could I remain angry, knowing that?” She paused. “And yet, I must ask you to promise me something.”

      

      “Anything.”

      

      “Take more care in the future, for your own sake, and that of your family. They could not survive without you.” She lowered her gaze. “I know that Lord Harpington is the eldest, and that he will inherit the dukedom, but that does not mean you are expendable. Far from it. You are the life and soul of this household, and that light would sputter out if anything were to happen to you.”

      

      He smiled despite himself, feeling his breath catch as she smoothed the cloth across his chest to wipe away the remaining streaks. He loved the sensation that her gentle touch brought him, though he hated the sadness in her eyes. Even in her happiest moments, he still saw that glimmer of grief, as though she were haunted by something that would not abandon her.

      

      “My brother hates me for that,” Luke said. “He thinks me reckless and silly.”

      

      “I would be inclined to agree.” She chuckled quietly. “But I do not believe Lord Harpington hates you. It is merely the natural conflict of brothers. I have seen it many a time. But there is love beneath that, I am certain of it. If you were to peel away the layers, you would see that he cares for you, as all your family does. Never forget how important they are, for you will never know their true value until you lose them.”

      

      He heard the agony in her voice. “Have you lost those dear to you, Miss Dowels?”

      

      Her breath hitched in a stifled sob. “Many times over, My Lord.”

      

      “Your father?”

      

      She nodded slowly. “Yes.”

      

      “And your mother?”

      

      “Yes.”

      

      “How did you lose them?” He had always thought that term to be foolish—one did not “lose” a person. It was not as though they could be retrieved. Death was a permanent vacancy, forever gaping in a shattered heart. But he did not know how else he might phrase it, without sounding coarse.

      

      “I would prefer not to say,” she said, soaking the blood-drenched cloth in the bowl of water. It turned the clear liquid pink, the ripples distorting her reflection as she stared down into the turbulent surface.

      

      “As is your right. Although, I hope that, one day, you may confide in me.” He had known she had secrets, but he had never expected them to be so sad. It was partially the reason he did not care to push the matter. And, in truth, he did not know if he would ever be able to uncover the details that caused her such discomfort, but that would be entirely at her discretion.

      

      “Perhaps, My Lord.”

      

      “So, you are alone in this world?” His heart broke, to think of the grief she must be suffering through.

      

      “I suppose I am,” she replied.

      

      “Not anymore, Miss Dowels.” Luke covered her hand with his, pressing it against his heart. “Do you care for me?”

      

      “Please… do not put me in such a position,” she whispered.

      

      “Does that mean that you do?”

      

      Her teeth grazed her lower lip, sending a quiver of excitement through Luke’s battered body. “Must you really ask that? Is it not already obvious?”

      

      “I would like to hear you say it,” he replied. Please say that you do.

      

      She looked up. “I care for you, My Lord. Likely more than I ought to.” A knock at the door distracted them from their private reverie. Miss Dowels jumped backward, as though she had been stung. As Luke covered himself with the bedclothes, she hurried to the far side of the room, taking her ointments with her.

      

      With her back to the door, she made a show of toiling away, pounding some herbs, using a mortar and pestle. But Luke did not miss the single tear that rolled down her cheek, filling his heart with bittersweet joy. He did not wish to see her cry, but if those tears meant what he hoped they meant, then perhaps he could make this one exception.

      

      Just then, Doctor Partridge walked in, with the Duke and Duchess following after him. I fell… I must tell them that I fell and hurt myself on a sharp branch. The wound looked less obvious, now that it had been cleared of blood, but he did not know if he would be able to make a believable excuse for its appearance. Even his mother was not so oblivious as to ignore a clear hole made by a pistol ball.

      

      “I ought to take rooms at the Rowfex Estate, for all the visitations I am making,” Doctor Partridge declared.

      

      Luke smiled. “Apologies, Doctor. I promise you this will be the last time.” I promise you the same, Miss Dowels.

      

      “Well then, let us see what damage has been inflicted, shall we?” Doctor Partridge set down his medicine bag and began to examine Luke. All the while, his parents looked on with perplexed expressions.

      

      “Yes, I suppose we must,” Luke replied, wishing fervently that he could have done more to capture the highwayman. But that satisfaction would come, in due time. He was certain of that. There was nothing upon this earth that would stop him now. Even if it was the last thing he did, he would return Miss Dowel’s necklace to her. And maybe, just maybe, it would prove him worthy of her affections.

      

      For he did not care where she had come from, or what her station might be. All he knew was that he adored her, and those feelings only continued to grow, with every moment he spent in her presence.
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        * * *

      

      Within a week of the incident, with Luke recovering well from his injury, there was a headline in the newspaper. The Rowfex household had been in chaos after the incident, hailing Lord Luke as both a fool and a hero for stepping into the conflict. The Duchess was particularly fraught, for it seemed as though Luke’s propensity towards injury created a constant source of worry for her.

      

      The lie about falling from his horse and hitting a sharp branch had hoodwinked the Duchess, however, though the truth weighed heavy on Teresa. It distressed her all the more, knowing that Luke had only acted because of a promise he had made to her. No matter how dearly she wished to have her necklace returned, she did not want that to come at the price of Luke’s life. He needed to be careful, and she prayed he would heed her warning in his future endeavors to catch these men.

      

      Teresa saw the headline first, as she was waiting for the children to come downstairs. They were to go for a brisk walk. She happened to see it, as the paper was laid out for the Duke to read that morning: Terror on the Roads. Is Nowhere Safe?

      

      Her heart sank like a stone. The Duchess will not be pleased to hear this. Already, the poor lady had been fretting because nobody had replied to her invitations to the anniversary ball, which was due to take place in under a week’s time.

      

      She scanned the first part of the story, which mentioned the two young ladies who had resided temporarily at the Rowfex Estate, Miss Harriet Wilks and Miss Juliana Wilks. The sisters had been on their way to visit a nearby residence when the highwaymen had stopped their carriage and sought to dishonor them. However, they had recovered quickly and insisted they be on their way back home as soon as possible, with an armed guard to accompany them—provided by Luke and Lord Harpington, at the behest of the Duke.

      

      There was no mention of Luke or his family by name, but Teresa understood the allusion as she read on: A noted family in the local area were generous enough to come to the aid of these young ladies, but one must ask oneself—was it too little, too late? Can there be any comfort, knowing such villains have overwhelmed the roads? It is clear that all those who travel must be vigilant, avoiding such areas wherever possible.

      

      One thing was for sure, the Rowfex family was in dire straits, if they hoped to maintain their favored position in polite society without ridicule. After all, who would want to risk life and limb, simply to attend a ball? No, if this continued, it would mean that the Rowfex family were placed into an involuntary state of isolation. That worried her. If Luke read of this, it would only strengthen his resolve to capture these wretches, and she knew that would not come without its dangers.

      

      She had attended on him, as before, but Teresa had noticed a slight change in the way the Duchess spoke with her about the matter. There was a wariness that had not been there before, as though she did not entirely like the situation, although she acknowledged Teresa’s sincere, selfless support for any family member. Have I been too obvious in my affections? Teresa had done her best to keep her growing emotions to herself, but Luke had been so insistent. She could not have lied to him.

      

      And yet, she knew she had to be cautious. Nothing could come of such a relationship, and she did not wish to bring scandal upon herself or this household. They had treated her with such kindness and generosity. No, she would rather have swallowed her feelings entirely than allowed them to ruin everything she had gained in coming here. I must be strong, she told herself sternly. I must not allow my fantasies to run away with me. For that was all they could ever be… fantasies.

      

      At that very moment, Luke appeared from the library. He looked pale and drawn, the injury causing him some trouble in the cold weather. Despite his pain, he managed a smile in her direction.

      

      “Miss Dowels, how nice to see you,” he said wearily.

      

      “How is your arm today, My Lord? I intended to attend on you this morning, but Her Grace asked me to let you sleep awhile longer.” That was not entirely true. She had gone to his door and peered in, finding him in a peaceful slumber, and had not wanted to disturb him. The Duchess had not said a word, but Teresa thought it would be better if she made up an excuse.

      

      “It plagues me, but it will improve—all thanks to your care,” he replied. “Are you quite well? You look as if you are somewhat distracted.”

      

      Teresa dropped her chin to her chest. “It is a sensitive matter.”

      

      He walked over, his eyes glimpsing the paper on the tabletop by the front door. He reached out and held the paper for a moment, glancing from left-to-right as he read the words before him. Teresa waited, holding her breath. From the expression on his face, she reasoned he had come to the same conclusion she had.

      

      “Mother will not be pleased to hear this,” he said, sighing. “But it means that my brother and I must bolster our endeavors and bring these wretches to justice.”

      

      “It may be too late for that, where the ball is concerned.”

      

      He shook his head. “Not if I have anything to do with it. I will not let this ruin my mother’s efforts. This will all be settled soon enough, and there will be nothing to fear. You will have your necklace returned, and my mother will have her ball. Even if she parades me in front of a crowd of eligible young ladies.” He cast her a strange look, full of longing.

      

      “And if you are wrong?” She ignored the latter part, her heart lurching with fruitless hope. She could never be one such lady. It would not be permitted.

      

      “I am not, Miss Dowels. I will work tirelessly until it is done.” His voice was tight with emotion. Although Teresa had escaped the brutality of those highwaymen, she knew it could not be easy for Luke to reconcile, with his part in it. Had he not arrived when he did, there was no telling what might have befallen her. And that would plague him relentlessly. It had already taken root in his heart. She could see it on his face, how keenly he wished to destroy those evil fellows.

      

      “But what will you do?” Her voice trembled. She wanted to reach out and take his hand, as he had done to her, in his bedchamber. But courage failed her. Instead, she held his gaze, biting her bottom lip with anxiety.

      

      “I will think of something. There must be someone in the local area who knows who these men are, and I intend to get to the bottom of it.” His eyes were steely, his voice rich with anger.

      

      She sighed. “I am sorry, My Lord. I am sorry that it has come to this.”

      

      “Why should you be?” His expression softened. “You have nothing to be sorry for. You were the victim in this. And if it had not been you, it would have been another defenseless young lady. It will not stand.”

      

      “What a terrible infliction for Her Grace, though. She will be very distressed when she reads of this. Already, she is worrying for her ball. And it is such a tragedy that a man has died because of those awful men. That poor coachman. I do not even know his name.” Teresa murmured. Nothing could alter the fact that a man had been murdered, and two young ladies had been assaulted on the road near the Rowfex Estate. She wished she could change it, somehow, but it was out of her hands. Indeed, it had never been in her hands.

      

      He looked at her strangely. “Do you wish you had not come here, Miss Dowels?”

      

      That caught her off-guard. “I… I cannot say, My Lord.”

      

      “Do you feel as if you no longer wish to be here?” Where are these questions coming from?

      

      “No… no, I still wish to remain here.” She lowered her gaze. He was looking at her so intently that she could hardly bear it. It reminded her of his attentions in the fresh air, after he had come down to the kitchens in a rather inebriated state. He had wanted to kiss her then. And now, she was the one who wanted to be kissed. If only to bring her some sense of peace, as though she truly belonged here.

      

      “I am glad to hear that, Miss Dowels. Gladder than you could possibly know.” He took a step closer and Teresa felt her throat constrict, the breath leaving her lungs.

      

      “You should go to Lord Harpington and speak with him about your intentions,” she murmured, her voice barely a squeak. She could not be near him a moment longer, lest she did something she would ultimately regret. They were too exposed here. Anyone could be watching them.

      

      He smiled, as though he knew what she was thinking. “I will do what I can to distract my mind from dark thoughts, allowing them to spur me on instead of making me wallow. For now, however, I think I must take to my chambers for a time. My shoulder has a sudden ache.”

      

      “I think that would be for the best, My Lord.”

      

      Solemnly, he turned around and retreated up the staircase, disappearing into the shadows of the house. Teresa watched him go, her heart and body aching for him. His anger and determination were palpable, as was his desperate frustration. In truth, she feared for his sanity.

      

      Do not lose yourself on my account, Luke… I am not worthy of such pains. All her life, she had helped those in her village, never afraid to stand up for those who could not stand up for themselves. The sufferings of the most needy would haunt her forever. But that was not the only thing that haunted her. She had learned to come to terms with the fact that she could not rescue everyone. I will not force those ghosts upon you. Tears stung her eyes. How could she ever expect the gift of love, when she had failed to help those in greatest need?
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      Despite the ugly news that had been heralded across the newspapers, the RSVPs had filtered back to Louisa. To her delight, and surprise, a great many of them had confirmed their attendance. She had been so worried that she might have to cancel the anniversary ball, to celebrate her thirtieth year of marriage, but it seemed that fortune was starting to favor her. And Louisa knew how fickle a mistress fortune could be.

      

      And so, the evening of the ball arrived quicker than she could have expected, with all the preparations in place. Her sons had arranged to have an armed guard escort all the guests along the main road that led to the Rowfex Estate, and she found herself feeling tentatively happy as she made her way downstairs. She had donned her favorite gown and could not wait to begin the celebrations.

      

      And, perhaps, there will be a young lady or two, amongst the guests, whom my sons will take an interest in. She always kept that thought in the back of her mind, looking for every opportunity. However, the relationship between Miss Dowels and Luke had given her further cause to pursue a suitable match for her two eldest. She knew Miss Dowels was sensible enough to ignore Luke’s affections, but Luke had always been a headstrong individual. And she did not know if she could trust him not to stray towards unsavory temptation. Namely, the young governess.

      

      Had Miss Dowels been of appropriate station, she would not have minded such a union. Miss Dowels was pretty, with a sharp mind and a charming manner, considerate, loyal, and sympathetic but it was wholly perverse to imagine Luke seeking the hand of such a lowly creature. No matter how idealistic he might have been. No, a bride must be found, as soon as possible—for each of them. And tonight was the perfect night for such pursuits.
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        * * *

      

      Mother works quickly, I must grant her that. Edmund lingered in the hallway, hoping to avoid the merriment that was taking place in the ballroom. He had spotted Luke lurking in the hallways, looking equally depressed about the entire debacle, as he was also expected to find suitable ladies to entertain that evening. “Potential wives” as their mother had put it.

      

      As ever, he felt self-conscious about the scar down the side of his face and the distinct drag of his leg as he walked. Not that it matters… they will see only my wealth and prospects. It was the sole bridge that traversed his current state and his future. It should have felt secure, but it did not. The Duke had been having many private conversations with Luke recently, and it gave him cause for concern.

      

      The paranoia had been edging into his mind more and more of late. He supposed a rational explanation would be that the Duke had visited with Luke due to his injuries, but he could not shake the feeling that there was more to it. Then again, if his mother was trying to arrange a marriage, perhaps there was nothing to worry about. She would not endeavor to do so if there was something underhand going on.

      

      The arriving carriages had delivered a bevy of young ladies to the Manor, where they were paraded in front of the morose brothers. Their mother, meanwhile, had been waiting to greet them all on the steps. She had chosen a flowing gown of midnight-blue satin, a sapphire dangling from her elegant throat. She had been bustling about the house all day, to check that everything was as it ought to be.

      

      “If you could muster some smiles, I would be exceptionally grateful,” the Duchess chided, wrangling them out of their hiding places.

      

      “Mother, we really do have other duties to attend to,” Luke protested. “Is it entirely necessary that we attend?” Edmund suspected that Luke had other reasons for protesting, though he did not say so out loud. Miss Dowels was, fortunately, nowhere to be seen, meaning Luke would have no distractions.

      

      Edmund nodded. “These highwaymen are still on the loose. It would be far better for us to join the armed guard than to remain here.” He paused, catching his mother’s dark look. “Although, we are happy to celebrate your anniversary. It is a joyous occasion, indeed.”

      

      “Then you will do me the courtesy of attending,” the Duchess replied sternly. Edmund knew when to pick his battles, and this was not one he could win.

      

      He dipped his head. “Of course, Mother.”

      

      “Are you quite serious?” Luke muttered, shooting him a despairing glance.

      

      Edmund shrugged. “What can we do? Mother shall beat us senseless if we disappoint her tonight. Let us return to our task on the morrow, and enjoy the evening. For her.”

      

      “Very well.” Luke unleashed a weary sigh and followed the Duchess down the hallway to the ballroom. Edmund walked alongside, stiffening his leg to prevent the limp from being so noticeable. With every step, he wished he could be anywhere else. I am doing this for Mother. He repeated the words to himself, as he braced for the onslaught of music and dancing.

      

      Although, he had no intention of actually joining the dances. That was something nobody needed to witness. Walking was one thing, but dancing was quite another. And he would not embarrass himself this night.

      

      A throng of revelers were already making merry, dressed in their finery, and dripping in sparkling jewels. The majority were young ladies, as expected, with their mothers and fathers in tow. Edmund looked around at the bevy of beauties, feeling sick to his stomach. He did not want to be here, not one bit. He felt certain his mother would urge him to take a partner, at least for one dance, but that was the last thing he wanted.

      

      “Cheer up, Edmund, you might find some poor soul willing to be your wife amongst this crowd,” Luke teased. “Being the firstborn, it is your duty. Besides, you know young ladies cannot resist a soldier, especially one who will never have to face conflict again.”

      

      Why, you devil! What was he trying to imply? He swallowed his anger quickly, knowing it would not do to start a squabble during their mother’s splendid occasion.

      

      “And you believe Mother will allow you to be a permanent bachelor?” Edmund snorted instead. “After your behavior with Miss Dowels, she is far more likely to marry you off first.”

      

      Luke paled. “You are the one who needs to marry first, Edmund. And there is nothing for anyone to fret about, where Miss Dowels and I are concerned. You should worry about yourself before you start worrying about me.” With that, he headed through the crowds, in search of a goblet of champagne. Edmund sighed. His brother would make an embarrassment of himself before the night was over—he was almost certain of that.

      

      Although, it looks as though I touched on a nerve. That worried Edmund all the more. He had thought Luke’s fancy towards Miss Dowels to be a fleeting infatuation. However, his spiky reaction spoke of something more. That will not do.
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        * * *

      

      Indeed, five goblets later, Luke was feeling somewhat merry. His head had begun to spin, and his vision had grown blurry. Still, he could not enjoy the colorful scenery. The music was jaunty and engaging, and there really were some rather beautiful women in attendance, but he could think only of another woman… one who had remained behind. The only one he wanted to dance with, and be close to.

      

      Why may I not pursue this admiration I have for her? Why may I not court her in the future, if we choose such a path? Is she not as lovely as any of these ladies? Is she not far superior, even? He could feel the pressure weighing down on his shoulders. If he did not leave the ball tonight with a potential wife in line, his mother would, no doubt, have some choice words to say. And he did not know how he could avoid it. She had already steered him towards several young ladies, whom he cared not a fig for.

      

      Figuring he might make a sly exit and deal with the consequences later, he crossed the gaudy ballroom. Reaching the door that led through to one of the private dining rooms, which was empty for this evening, he slipped into the darkened space beyond. He was halfway across, eager to reach the far door that opened onto freedom, when a sound made him stop. A snuffle in the shadows.

      

      “Is someone there?” he asked, peering into the gloom.

      

      “Do not mind me, My Lord,” a small, feminine voice replied. A voice he recognized.

      

      “Come into the light, where I may see you better.”

      

      There was a rustle of fabric, as a figure emerged. Miss Dowels walked into the glow of the lamplight. Those intoxicating, dark brown doe eyes of hers were rimmed with red, her cheeks streaked with tears.

      

      “Are you quite well?” Luke asked, suddenly stricken with alarm. What had caused such upset? “Has something happened?”

      

      She shook her head desperately. “No, nobody must know that I am here. I am hiding from… well, that does not matter.”

      

      “Speak, please. I urge you.” He crossed the gap between them, until he was so close that he might have pulled her into his arms.

      

      “I thought that I had been granted an invitation to Her Grace’s anniversary celebrations. Lady Felicity even offered me a gown for the occasion,” Miss Dowels explained, between stifled sobs. “I descended, so that I could join the revels, but the Duchess stopped me. She said it would be best if I did not attend. It is foolish, I know, to be weeping over such a trivial matter. In truth, I do not know why I am so upset. I suppose… never mind. It is not important.”

      

      Luke’s heart ached for her. “You supposed this meant you were finally a true, innate part of our household? And my mother stole that from you, after you had dressed so finely?” A bitterness swept through his chest. How could you be so cruel, Mother?

      

      She held her face in her hands. “I do not know, My Lord. Perhaps. I am being silly, I know I am. Please, return to the ballroom. Do not trouble yourself on my account.”

      

      “Here.” He handed her his handkerchief, so she might wipe her weepy eyes. “And I am not going anywhere, you may be assured of that. My mother has behaved badly, and I would see you comforted. Although, what brings you to this room?”

      

      She shook her head. “I wanted to hear the music. It has been so long since I have been to a dance, and I… I just wanted to be near to it. My goodness, I am so very foolish. You must think me pathetic.”

      

      “Never,” he said firmly. Impulsively, he reached for her hands, pulling them away from her beautiful face. “You deserve to hear music. You deserve to dance. I am sorry that my mother has done this to you. That, you do not deserve.”

      

      She smiled faintly. “And what about you, My Lord? You look to be hiding.”

      

      “Not hiding, but making a swift exit,” he admitted.

      

      “Then I will not keep you,” she replied. “Nor will I tell anyone that I have seen you, for both our sakes.”

      

      “That is very kind, Miss Dowels, but, as I have said, I am not going to leave your side.”

      

      A sad little chuckle rippled from her throat. “Thank you, My Lord. But here, you must have your handkerchief back. I would not have anyone suspect that it is a token from a secret admirer.”

      

      “No indeed. What a scandal that would create!”

      

      Her face fell. “Yes… what a scandal it would create.” She sounded so deeply aggrieved that he wished he could have taken his words back. He had meant them in jest, but he could see his aim had been misplaced. And I understand why… Although they had been skirting around their affections for some time, he had not exactly made his unknown. What a fool I am.

      

      “You know that I do not care about such things, Miss Dowels.” He moved forward and lifted his hands to her face, cupping her cheeks. Slowly, he brushed his thumb across the sweet, heart-shaped birthmark upon her cheek. He had wanted to do that for so long.

      

      She stiffened. “You must not touch me in such a manner, My Lord.”

      

      “Why? There is nobody here to see us.”

      

      “And if someone should walk in?”

      

      He smiled. “They will not.”

      

      “Please, My Lord. I cannot lose my position.”

      

      “You will not. I will not allow it.” He leaned closer, her breath hot upon his lips, making them tingle. “My life altered irrevocably when you burst into my world. I will not be without you. I cannot. And please, you must call me Luke.”

      

      “How can this come to anything but trouble?” She gazed up at him, biting her lower lip in a way that excited him. He could feel his loins stirring at the closeness of her slender body.

      

      “Allow me to contend with that, Miss Dowels.” He paused. “Or may I call you Teresa?”

      

      She smiled nervously. “If you would like?”

      

      “Oh yes, Teresa, I would like that very much.” He grazed his lips against hers, unable to hold back a moment longer. Her mouth was soft and supple and willing, molding to his as if they were made for one another. Allowing one hand to slide down the curve of her waist, he pulled her even closer, until she was flush against him.

      

      “We should not,” she gasped against his mouth, her palms pressing against his chest.

      

      “Do you want me to stop?” He pulled away slightly, genuinely concerned.

      

      She looked up at him anxiously. “I know that we must.”

      

      “But?” He sensed the word, lingering in the air between them.

      

      “But… I do not know, My Lord. I—”

      

      Before she could answer, he leaned in again, catching her mouth in his. He could have tasted her all day long, savoring the sensual movement of her lips against his. And the way she felt against him, so soft and warm and inviting. He could feel his member harden beneath his trousers, as he pulled her in. All he wanted to do was take her to his bedchamber, but he knew she was not that sort of lady. And that was fine by him. After all she had been through, this would be on her terms.

      

      He was about to slide his hand towards her supple breast, when the door of the dining room burst open. A looming figure stood on the threshold, breathing like a bull about to charge. Luke turned in time to witness Edmund rushing at him, an expression of pure vehemence upon his portly features.

      

      “Explain yourself!” he cried, tearing Luke away from a terrified Teresa. “What were you doing? Speak quickly, or I shall have to call Mother and Father in here to witness your behavior.”

      

      Luke narrowed his eyes. “I was comforting Miss Dowels. That is why you find me in here, for I heard crying and sought to investigate. She was in tears, and I was merely wiping them away. I do not know what you believe you saw, but you are wrong.”

      

      “You are attempting to be coy, but I am not blind, Brother,” Edmund retorted. “You were behaving most discourteously towards Miss Dowels. Likely, she did not feel she could refuse, as you are the son of this household. But you will not touch her again, do you understand me? You will not dishonor her.”

      

      “Dishonor her? What do you believe me to be—a brute, like those wretched highwaymen?” Luke was quickly losing his temper. “I was merely being chivalrous, offering my handkerchief to a weeping lady.”

      

      “You thought to make your own affections known—do not lie to me.” Edmund growled like a rabid dog, prompting Luke to laugh. He could not help himself, when faced with such ridiculous behavior. Although, part of him was covering for poor Teresa, whose eyes were so wide and scared that it caused him a sudden wave of panic. He could not lose her, simply because he could not control himself. He would not.

      

      “You have mistaken the situation entirely,” he said simply. “I was attempting to escape this farce, when I happened upon Miss Dowels in a state of distress. I wished to help, that is all.”

      

      Teresa nodded effusively. “He is telling the truth, Lord Harpington. There was nothing untoward, I assure you. Please, you must believe us.”

      

      “Keep out of this! I believe you to be innocent, so do not force me to change my mind,” Edmund snapped, before turning back to Luke. “You would seek to throw a young lady into ill repute, and then have the audacity to deny it. I thought you better than that, Luke. All you need to do is apologize, and this will go no further.”

      

      “You are talking nonsense, Edmund.”

      

      “Am I?” Edmund stepped closer, nose-to-nose with Luke.

      

      “Yes, you are.” You wish to fight me? Go ahead. You will not win.

      

      “Apologize, or I will be forced to explain this to Mother and Father,” Edmund hissed. “I will not allow Miss Dowels to be disrespected like this.”

      

      Luke grinned, seeing an opportunity before him. “Very well, then why not settle this like the gentlemen that we are?”

      

      “My Lord, whatever you are thinking, put it out of your mind. Do as Lord Harpington has asked, and we may forget about this evening,” Teresa urged, but that was not Luke’s way. If Edmund was determined to behave like a child, then he would be treated accordingly.

      

      “Listen to her, Luke,” Edmund replied, his face twisted in a ruddy-cheeked mask of fury.

      

      “No, because you are the one in the wrong. I was aiding Miss Dowels. I caused her no dishonor or disrespect.” Luke paused. “What would you say to a race, to determine who ought to be the one to apologize?” The words came out so easily, the champagne staving off any fear that might have come with such a suggestion. Especially after their last race.

      

      Edmund took a step back, his brow furrowed. “A race?”

      

      “My Lord, no,” Teresa muttered, her tone pleading. He ignored her, desiring satisfaction.

      

      “Yes, Edmund, a race. You wish to make me apologize, and I desire the chance to clear my name of your accusation,” Luke said evenly. “If I win, then you will cease to slander my name and forget this evening. If you win, then you will have your satisfaction—you may have your apology. And if we should draw—well, at least we will have settled our dispute like gentlemen, and we may both forget our quarrel.”

      

      “Are you out of your mind, Luke? Why can you not simply apologize and have done with it?” Edmund replied, utterly baffled.

      

      “Because you want your satisfaction, and I want mine. Who am I to deny you that? But this is the way it must be done.” He was behaving recklessly, but he had cause for it. Edmund thought himself superior in all things, and Luke would not allow him to hold this over his head for the foreseeable future. This was the only way to prevent such an occurrence.

      

      For several minutes, Edmund said nothing.

      

      “Well?” Luke prompted.

      

      “A race… well, if you must be your stubborn self, then a race it shall be. First thing in the morning, at the entrance to Moray Park, when there will be no visitors to cause harm to.”

      

      Luke smiled. “No. We will race now, or I will consider your forfeiture an apology.”

      

      “Brother, have some sense. You have imbibed too much to race this evening,” he muttered, though Luke sensed there was nothing but self-preservation at play here. Edmund did not like to lose. Luke recognized that kind of fear on a man’s face—the looming shadow of failure, creeping through a chink in his armor. He was not the man he had been before he went to the war, and they both knew that. Still, Luke was determined to resolve this.

      

      “Tonight, or not at all.” Luke held his ground.

      

      “My Lord, do not do this,” Teresa whispered, but it was too late for that now. This was a matter of pride. He put out his hand, waiting for Edmund to shake it. I will teach you a lesson, Edmund. You will not stand between me and Teresa again. And you will not use her against me.

      

      “You mustn’t do this on my behalf,” Teresa whimpered, just as Edmund put out his hand and gripped Luke’s. The race had been set. They had shaken upon it.

      

      “You will not mention this to anyone, Miss Dowels,” Edmund said quietly. “This is not a lady’s concern, and I am sorry that you have been enveloped in our quarrels. You should go, before you are discovered. And please, accept my apologies for my brother’s behavior. It would be a travesty to lose you from our household, and I will not allow him to bring you ruin.”

      

      As if I would do anything of the sort? Luke turned to Teresa, who looked as though she might burst into tears again. He wondered if he had gone too far, but he could not change matters now. He just hoped she would forgive him.

      

      Teresa gaped, her lip trembling. “I will say nothing,” she promised, before scurrying out of the room.

      

      Luke turned back to Edmund. “If you think you can blackmail me with this, you are mistaken. I was merely comforting her, as I have said. You are the one who has caused this, not I. And do not think you can charm her. She is not fooled by you. If it meant bringing me to order, you would drag her name through the dirt for your own benefit.”

      

      He looked surprised. “I would not, Brother. I meant what I said. She is a valuable asset to this household, and she brings joy to our siblings and our mother. I do not know that I can say the same about you. I would rather see you cast out for your actions than her.”

      

      “You would enjoy that, would you not?” Luke snorted. “I meant Miss Dowels no ill-will, but you already know that. This is just another opportunity for you to flaunt your authority. Well, we will soon see who is brought to order.”

      

      “I pray you do not regret this, Luke.” Edmund sighed. “For I doubt Doctor Partridge will come to heal you again, if you should injure yourself.”

      

      “Gather your horse. We have a race to proceed with.” Luke smiled, though his courage was fading fast. What must Teresa think of this? She must be horrified.

      

      With a bestial grunt, Edmund departed the dining room and stalked out of the far door, no doubt heading for the stables. Only then did Luke exhale a tremulous breath, as he sank down onto one of the chairs. The gloom settled over him as he sat alone in the dining room. Slowly, he dipped his head and held it in his hands.

      

      What have I done? One thing was for certain—there was no turning from this now.
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      Fear gripped Edmund as he led his horse from the stables, waiting by the entrance for Luke to appear. As he waited in a state of alarmed quiet, trying to understand how this had happened, he tried to gather his courage. In the heat of the moment, a race had not seemed nearly as frightening as it did now, standing alone on the grass.

      

      I cannot lose to him again. His confidence could not take another hit.

      

      He could only imagine what his mother and father must be thinking about his and Luke’s sudden absence from the party. They were none-the-wiser as to what was about to take place this night, and he desired to keep it that way. The race, and what he had seen, had to remain a secret.

      

      Perhaps there is still time for me to change this. Perhaps I should put my horse away now and tell Luke I have had a change of heart. Perhaps there is another way I may make him apologize. Or, perhaps, I should apologize and end this now. And yet, he found he did not want to. He had made a decision, and he knew he had to keep to it, lest he appear even weaker to his younger brother. If he was to make an example, then he could not back down.

      

      And yet, his primary concern was not for himself. Instead, it was for Miss Dowels. She had looked so very frightened when he had burst into the dining room, and he knew she must be in a state of panic. It had not been his intention to catch them in something untoward. He had, instead, hoped to speak with Luke about his childish behavior towards the young ladies that their mother had tried to match him with. But he could not deny what he had seen.

      

      It is Luke’s doing. He did not know Miss Dowels too well, but he knew enough to judge her character. She was diligent, innocent, and eager to maintain her position at the Rowfex Estate. She would not have entered into such an act with Luke unless he had forced her hand. And now, once again, it was up to Edmund to resolve the mess that Luke had made.

      

      But I will not see you cast out, Miss Dowels. He made the silent promise as he waited for Luke. This was not her fault, of that he was sure. Why should she suffer for Luke’s actions? No, Luke had to learn his lesson, once and for all. He had to learn that he could not act upon his every whim and fancy. This had gone on for much too long. Finally, Edmund would show him that he needed to obey. He would win this. He had to. If only to show that there was one true gentleman in the Rowfex family.

      

      First of all, however, he needed to ensure he survived this race. After the last time, injury was a very real prospect, and though he wished to teach Luke a lesson, he did not want to suffer for it. He already had enough old wounds to contend with, without adding new ones.
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later, Luke led his horse, Moonstruck, through the gloom of the stables and met his brother on the lawn. The horse trotted along calmly, whilst Luke kept his eyes on the dense fog that rolled across the grounds. It was eerie, as if the ghosts of this place were rising up. There had been enough deaths here to warrant it—a whole dynasty. All those dusty names that had gone before his.

      

      “I thought you might have forfeited, Brother,” Edmund jeered.

      

      “I would never shy from a challenge, as you well know. Truthfully, I rather thought that you would be the one to stay away.” Luke smiled back, his stomach churning with nerves.

      

      “How dare you,” Edmund snapped. “Let us not forget who has dishonored whom in this situation.”

      

      “I am still trying to contemplate that, if truth be told. I cannot see how I caused dishonor, but I suppose you will not be persuaded otherwise.” Luke tried to conceal his fear, for he could not bow out now.

      

      “It is Miss Dowel’s honor you besmirched,” Edmund muttered. “I am here on her behalf, as much as my own. You must be made to learn, Luke. You cannot bring people into your web, when it will only cause them pain. You know what you are like—you will only wound her in the long run, when you tire of her. Which is why I wish to add a further addendum to our race agreement.”

      

      Luke frowned. “I do not recall her asking you to be so chivalrous, nor do I recall her complaining of my chivalrous actions. I merely wished to stop her tears, which you were the cause of.”

      

      “A liar, as always.” Edmund shook his head. “Miss Dowels sought to protect your honor, that is all, when she played up to your lie. She did not need your assistance, nor should you have given it. It is improper. You know that.”

      

      “What new terms do you wish to add?” Luke asked, bored of Edmund’s self-righteous diatribe—he would not have known true love if it had slapped him in the face. He could not have understood Luke’s feelings, no matter how hard he tried to explain it. Luke’s affections for Teresa were genuine and deep-rooted, but that would not have mattered to Edmund. He would only see a poor governess and brand her unsuitable.

      

      “If I am the victor, you will apologize for your behavior and you will never approach Miss Dowels again. You will not seek her out, and you will not speak to her unless there are others present. If you are the victor, then your dishonorable behavior will be disregarded, and I will offer apology for ‘misunderstanding the situation,’ as you called it,” he replied.

      

      Luke chuckled bitterly. “Very well, then allow me to add another addendum. If I am the victor, you will leave Miss Dowels and I alone, and you will not involve yourself again.”

      

      Edmund grimaced. “Fine… I will leave you and Miss Dowels alone if you win. Although I cannot see you emerging the victor. You are already injured, or had you forgotten?”

      

      “I am a skilled horseman,” Luke retorted. “An injury will cause me no disadvantage. Your injury, on the other hand… Anyway, shall we get on with it before we are discovered?” He did not like to highlight Edmund’s ongoing ailments, knowing where they had come from, but he was so riled up that he could not help but make the jab.

      

      “I suppose we must, unless you wish to apologize and be done with this?” Edmund glanced across the vacant lawns.

      

      “I do not.”

      

      “Very well, then we ought to proceed,” Edmund replied, after a moment’s pause.

      

      They trotted toward the gate. Pulling to a halt, Luke glanced at his brother.

      

      “To the oak and back,” he said. They had picnicked under that oak during their childhood, making it a fitting waypoint for their race.

      

      Edmund nodded. “As you wish.”

      

      “On the count of three?”

      

      “I will be ready.”

      

      “One… Two…” Luke took a breath. “Three.” Digging in his heels, he spurred his horse onwards. Moonstruck tore down the main road, the moonlight illuminating their route. He focused on nothing but the path, determined to win this for the sake of his blossoming relationship with Teresa. He kept the memory of her kiss in his heart as he rode. Do not think too ill of me, I beg of you.

      

      Less than five minutes later, he reached the oak tree, listening for the sound of Edmund’s horse behind him. As he turned the horse around, he almost tumbled out of the saddle. Edmund was so close. Panicked, he urged Moonstruck ever faster, desperate to win this. Before they had undertaken this endeavor, it had felt somewhat juvenile, but now it felt like life or death.

      

      Pounding along the road back to the house, a movement in the adjoining fields caught Luke’s eye. Shadows lingered upon the grass, and he heard a quiet whinny above the thunder of Moonstruck’s hooves. They were horsemen, waiting for something. At first, he thought they might be the armed guard that had escorted everyone to the ball, only to realize that they were stationed back at the manor. They were to escort everyone back after the ball, which meant this could not be the same men.

      

      His eyes widened. No… not now. He felt torn as he kept one eye on them and one on the road. If he veered off now, he might be able to catch up to them. But what if they escaped before he could reach them? It would mean forfeiting this race for nothing. And there was too much at stake.

      

      Cursing under his breath, he tore his gaze away and kept on down the road, the gate appearing a minute or so later. All the while, his mind dwelt upon what he had seen. It could not have been anyone but the highwaymen. Have I missed a valuable opportunity? The sight of Edmund gaining ground distracted him, as he raced onwards.

      

      Speeding through the gate and hitting the gravel of the driveway, he pulled his horse to a halt. He had won, but he could not enjoy the victory. Those men were still waiting in the fields. How could he feel triumph, knowing those wretches were out there? Somehow, it no longer felt worth it.

      

      “Are you satisfied?” Edmund barked, through gritted teeth, as he pulled up to Luke.

      

      He nodded slowly. “I have won.”

      

      “Then you have my apology, and my promise that I will not involve myself in your affairs, even if it leads to your ruin.” Edmund raked in shallow breaths, sweat drenching his forehead. “And Miss Dowels’.”

      

      “Yes… very good.” Luke glanced back over his shoulder, but those fields were too far away to see anything.

      

      Edmund frowned. “You do not seem as pleased as I might have expected? I thought you would be smug in your victory.”

      

      He shook his head. “I have no taste for it.”

      

      “Why-ever not? That is not your usual nature.”

      

      “I saw… I saw those highwaymen as we were racing.”

      

      Edmund gasped. “Where?”

      

      “In the fields, by the road.”

      

      “We must gather the militia men immediately,” Edmund said, jumping into action.

      

      Luke smiled at him. “At least, upon that, we can agree.”

      

      Somehow, against all odds, this foolish race had bound them together, making Luke forget why they had quarreled in the first place. Well, almost. Later, once the armed guard had ensured that those highwaymen were captured or apprehended, he would enjoy his victory. But, until then, he had much larger issues to contend with. This night, he would be satisfied, but not against Edmund. This night, he would bring those evil cretins down.
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      Teresa paced the floor of her bedchamber, waiting for some news from Luke. She had watched from the window, hoping to catch a glimpse of their race, but she had only seen their shadows departing. Now, however, a noise brought her back to the cold pane. A large group of militia men, mounted on horses with muskets glinting in the silvery moonlight, were gathering on the driveway.

      

      “What on earth is going on?” she said aloud, to herself.

      

      It seemed like such a tragedy, that Lord Harpington had entered the dining room at the very moment of their kiss. She could still feel the echo of Luke’s lips upon hers, and longed to feel them there again. And yet, she worried for the result of this apparent race. If Luke had lost, then her position would be in jeopardy.

      

      I cannot lose this position. Her heart thundered in her chest. Luke would not be able to silence his brother if he did not succeed, but she was yet to see any sign of his victory or failure. Indeed, she was yet to see any sign of him at all.

      

      Just then, to her relief, she spied Luke and Lord Harpington at the front of the crowd, the two of them discussing something with the group. Teresa could not hear what was being said, but the sight of so many armed men made her stomach turn in knots. He is in danger; I know he is. The only comfort she could find was in the way that Luke and Lord Harpington were side-by-side, speaking to the group like two generals. Indeed, they seemed to be working together.

      

      A moment later, the group made their way along the driveway and disappeared into the gloom. Teresa’s heart lurched as she watched them go. It took everything she had not to throw on her cloak and run after them. However, she knew that would only put Luke in further danger. No, she had to remain where she was, and pray that he would be safe.

      

      They must have found the highwaymen, she realized. It was the only explanation she could come up with for such a large contingent of armed men. She hurried for her cloak, again wanting to join them in their endeavors, passionate in her belief that the highwaymen must be stopped. However, she paused as she was about to throw it across her shoulders. If she went to Luke now, she would only get in his way. She needed to curb her zealous behavior, and focus on her role as governess. And she realized she should make herself scarce, until she could be sure that the issue in the dining room had been resolved.

      

      I must stay here. I must wait. Dropping her cloak and returning to the window, she sensed it was going to be a very long night.
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        * * *

      

      Luke turned his horse around to address the gathered men. “We have spotted the highwaymen in the nearby fields, and we must capture them this night. Use whatever means necessary. Do you understand?”

      

      The group gave a mutter of assent.

      

      “Then we must move. Be swift in your actions and let us see these lands freed from this tyranny.” Luke twisted Moonstruck around and dug in his heels, urging the beast back along the driveway. He listened for the sound of them following his lead, the steady beat of the hooves calming his fractured nerves. There was so much at stake. He could not fail, he simply could not.

      

      I will get your necklace, Teresa. And I will kiss you again, once I have proven my worth with such a gift. A small smile tugged at the corners of his lips as he spurred his horse onwards, his heart filled with tender thoughts of Teresa. Some were more fervent than tender, as he remembered the way she had felt beneath his hands. I will hold you close again, Teresa, and you will have nothing to fear. For tonight, he hoped he would win twice. First, the race. And second, bringing these highwaymen in.

      

      As he hurtled out of the gates and headed down the shadowy road, the moonlight faintly illuminating their way, his head whipped around as he heard the soft whinny of more horses in the near-distance. Peering into the gloom, he noticed the unsettling shapes, silhouetted on the horizon. Those men were still there, waiting. But for what?

      

      Frankly, he did not care. If they thought they could harm another coachman, or another lady, or the Duke’s guests and thwart the good reputation of his household, then they were sadly mistaken. Turning the horse, he pushed Moonstruck away from the main road and headed for the eerie figures. It brought him courage to feel the strong muscle of the beast beneath him, knowing Moonstruck would carry him swiftly towards these devils.

      

      “Raise your weapons!” Luke called, noticing Edmund at his side.

      

      “Fire at will!” his brother cried.

      

      Luke shivered with anticipation as he heard the muskets lock behind him, in a sharp percussion. On and on they rode, but the highwaymen did not seem to be moving. A frown furrowed Luke’s brow—why were they not trying to escape? He understood, a moment later, as his horse neared the precipice of a trench that had been dug into the ground. Thinking fast, he gripped Moonstruck and urged the horse to leap across the divide. Obediently, the beast jumped, clearing the gap with ease.

      

      Following his example, the rest of the riders leapt across the trench. Finally, the highwaymen seemed to realize that they were in danger. A cry went up, as they began to wheel their horses around. They had expected Luke and his men to stumble into the trench, with little light to see by. You thought wrongly. Luke did not lessen his speed, digging in his heels with everything he had.

      

      The highwaymen were starting to run, but they had lost precious moments in their arrogance. The horses were taking too much time to pick up speed, whilst Luke and his men were in the full flow of their stampede.

      

      “Fire!” Luke bellowed.

      

      A ricochet of shots exploded into the darkness, the lead balls whizzing past his head as they tore through the air, heading for the retreating highwaymen. There were six of them, in total, the front three gaining some distance from their pursuers. The last three, however, seemed to be faltering.

      

      As another round of musket shots swept across the fields, a howl of pain erupted from the figure who was lagging behind. He slumped forwards in his saddle, before toppling to the ground. Luke hurried to reach the figure, leaping down from his own saddle so he could apprehend the foe.

      

      “Keep after them!” he called, as he focused on the fallen man.

      

      Edmund pulled up beside him. “I will aid you, Brother.”

      

      “Then aid me,” Luke barked, as he dove upon the wounded individual. They wrestled in the dirt, the highwaymen injured but desperate to get away. Fists pummeled his chest and tried to strike at Luke’s face, but Luke was too quick. He ducked and dived out of the way, struggling to grip the fellow’s wrists and pin him to the ground.

      

      A moment later, Edmund jumped down and seized the wretch, jerking his arms behind his back until the highwayman yelped in Luke’s face. Freed from the weight of the fellow, Luke managed to get to his feet, gripping his arm around the highwayman’s neck in a tight hold, both brothers behind the highwayman, subduing him.

      

      “Stop struggling,” Luke hissed. “You will not escape.”

      

      “Let me go!” the highwayman snarled back. “Let me go or you’ll regret this. You’ve no idea what yer gettin’ yerself into.”

      

      “I suggest you be quiet.” Luke gripped him tighter.

      

      “Oh aye? And I suggest ye watch ye back.” The man writhed to break loose, but Luke would not relent. Even if he only managed to capture one of these villains this night, that would be enough of a start for him. Answers could be gained from someone like this. Getting him to talk might prove more difficult, but Luke was determined. More determined than he had ever been before.

      

      “Stop struggling!” Luke repeated. “You are wounded, and if you have any hopes of surviving, you will cease your struggle this instant. We will see to it that a physician examines your injury. If you do not stop, there will be no such generosity. We will allow you to bleed to death, and then where will you be? Do you think your fellow highwaymen will come to your aid? I do not think that is likely, do you?”

      

      The highwayman suddenly sagged in his arms. “Yer makin’ a mistake.”

      

      “No, I do not think that I am.” Luke dragged him toward Moonstruck. As Edmund held the man tight, Luke took a coil of rope from Moonstruck’s saddlebag and wound it around the highwayman’s wrists, making sure he would not be able to escape.

      

      In the near-distance, Luke watched the rest of the men pursue the remainder of the highwayman’s band. Weapons fired at random intervals, the echo sending a shudder up Luke’s spine. Let us take more than one, please. However, the highwaymen seemed to have found their pace, and were keeping ahead of the armed guards. Some of them even turned to fire their pistols back towards their pursuers, but Luke did not see any of his own men fall. Much to his relief.

      

      After ten more minutes, he watched the highwaymen disappear into the forest that stretched across the far rise. A moment later, the guard turned around and began to make their way back to where Luke and Edmund were standing. It was clear they had given up, and Luke could not blame them. Somehow, these highwaymen knew the terrain better than his men, especially in the gloom. And if they were to enter the forest to continue their pursuit, there would only be bloodshed. There were too many places to hide, those wretches using the darkness to their advantage.

      

      “Our apologies, My Lord,” the first guard said, as he pulled his horse to a halt. “They evaded us. Do you want us to pursue them into the forest?”

      

      Luke balled his hands into frustrated fists. “No… no, that will not be necessary. You may investigate the woods at first light and see if you can find any trace of them. But I believe it would be unwise to follow them into the forest at this moment in time.”

      

      “First clever thing ye’ve said,” the highwayman muttered.

      

      “Keep quiet, or I will have you gagged,” Luke shot back.

      

      The man shrugged. “Suit yerself.”

      

      “Come, we should return this fellow to the house. There is an outbuilding by the stables where we may keep him, until we can decide what to do with him,” Edmund said.

      

      “A good plan, Brother.” Luke cast him an appreciative smile.

      

      Together, they bundled the highwayman onto the back of Edmund’s horse, strapping him to the saddle with another coil of rope. Once he was securely fastened, Edmund began to lead his horse back to the Rowfex Estate, limping considerably. Luke dismounted his own steed, and walked alongside. He wanted to offer Edmund the use of his horse, while he led the prisoner, but he knew that would only irritate his brother. He did not like to have his weaknesses pointed out. And so, Luke simply walked with his brother, keeping his gaze firmly fixed on the vile rogue they had captured. If he even so much as wriggled in a way that Luke did not like, he would pay for it dearly.

      

      A sense of despondency settled across the group as they made their way back to the house, though there was a faint undercurrent of victory. After the reign of terror that these people had swept across the local area, it felt good to have finally caught one of them. Luke had hoped for more, but this would be enough for now.

      

      “Can you ensure that this man is suitably incarcerated?” Luke asked Edmund, as they made their way through the gates of the estate.

      

      Edmund frowned. “Why? What could be more important than this?”

      

      “I must reassure Miss Dowels of your silence,” he replied. “After all, the terms of our race were clear. You will not speak a word of what you saw tonight. And you will not interfere any further.”

      

      Edmund narrowed his eyes. “You cannot be so foolish. Come now, Luke, we must do this together.”

      

      “She will be worried. I would like to ensure that her fears are dispelled.” Luke smiled. “You will keep your end of the bargain, will you not?”

      

      “Luke, I—”

      

      “It is a simple question, Brother. Either you uphold the terms of our bargain, or you break them. And I always knew you to be a gentleman of your word.”

      

      Edmund sighed wearily. “Very well… I will uphold my end of the bargain. I will not say a word of what I saw, and I will not interfere. However, I urge you to stay away from her. Do not dishonor her. Do not put her in danger. She is not for you, Luke, and if you pursue her, you will only cause trouble—for the both of you.”

      

      “I merely wish to comfort her, and quell her fears about losing her position,” Luke replied defensively.

      

      “Well, see to it that is all you do.” The warning lingered in Edmund’s voice. “Miss Dowels is a lady of pure heart and generous soul. Do not take advantage of that, because, I promise you now, our family will not forgive you if you cause a scandal. And your younger siblings will not forgive you if Miss Dowels is sent away because of you.”

      

      “If you stay quiet, there will be nothing to concern yourself over.” Luke held his ground. He had won the race, fair and square. “I will not do anything to bring dishonor to Miss Dowels or our family. I know you think me an idiot, Brother, but I am smarter than you think. I would never do anything to embarrass our family.”

      

      “See that it stays that way,” Edmund replied curtly. “Now, if you are intent on abandoning us, I must continue with my duties. This fellow must be locked away.”

      

      Luke nodded. “Make sure there is a guard on him at all times.”

      

      “I suspect it is you who thinks me the idiot.” Edmund smirked. “This fellow will have no way to escape when I am done with him. You may be assured of that.”

      

      “Good.” Luke handed the reins of his horse to the footman who had approached from the house. Yes, this was the moment he had been waiting for—the knowledge that he had captured one of those highwaymen, at long last. But, right now, he had something far more important to attend to.
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      Teresa jolted as a knock echoed through the door. She had taken to her bed whilst she waited for Luke’s return, and realized she must have fallen asleep somewhere along the way. Disoriented, she got up and walked toward the door. Opening it, she peered out to find Luke standing on the landing, a smile upon his face.

      

      “My Lord?” she gasped with relief.

      

      “I hope I am not disturbing you?”

      

      She shook her head. “Not at all. I confess, I was waiting to hear news from you.”

      

      “You must have been worried?”

      

      “Very worried.” She lowered her gaze. “I watched you depart with all of those guards, and I feared the worst.”

      

      “You have nothing to fear.” He stepped closer. “We apprehended one of those devils, and we will find out what he knows as soon as the sun rises.”

      

      She covered her mouth in surprise. “You managed to capture one of them?”

      

      “We did, Teresa, and I would say that is cause for celebration. Would you not agree?”

      

      Teresa’s throat constricted as she gazed upon him, wishing to feel his touch again. Their moment had been cut painfully short, and she hoped they might begin again, precisely where they had parted in the empty dining room.

      

      He seemed to be thinking the exact same thing as he moved towards her, his hands slipping about her waist and pulling her close. Her breath hitched as she felt his body pushed flush against hers, her palms pressing against his firm chest in order to steady herself. Even without the touch of his lips against hers, she could not stop herself from trembling in anticipation of that delicious connection.

      

      “I have thought of nothing but you,” he murmured, lifting one hand to her face.

      

      “It is the same for me,” she replied, with a shy smile.

      

      “I will get your necklace back. Now that we have captured one of them, we are one step closer to discovering who is responsible for this. And they will be made to suffer for what they have done to you.” He stared at her in earnest, making her heart race.

      

      “I appreciate everything you are doing for me, though I wish it did not have to be quite so dangerous. I worry for you, so very much, Luke.”

      

      He grinned. “Say my name again.”

      

      “Luke.” She chuckled softly, the laughter stolen away as his mouth caught hers. It felt as though no time had passed as she sank into his embrace, relishing in the sensation of his lips teasing hers. Her arms looped about his neck, while his hands held her hips, pulling her against him. She gasped in surprise as his tongue coaxed her mouth slightly open, allowing herself to adjust to this new feeling.

      

      Emboldened, and following his example, she let her tongue dance with his, finding the sensation very pleasant indeed. Spurred on, she kissed him more deeply, her fingertips running through his curls and tugging gently. He moaned with pleasure, his teeth grazing her lower lip and making her whimper with desire. There was something about the roughness of the act that made her pulse quicken.

      

      All her life, she had been sheltered from this part of humanity. Naturally, she had known that such things went on, and that love-making was a necessary part of marriage, but she had never thought she would find someone who inspired such passion in her. She’d overheard men in the inn of her village boasting about their coarse encounters, but there was nothing coarse about this at all. Even the way he gently bit her lip felt sensual, instead of violent.

      

      “I adore you, Teresa,” Luke rasped against her neck, as he kissed her throat.

      

      “And I adore you,” she replied, her body feverish against his touch.

      

      Lazily, she looped her arms about his neck as she pulled him in, kissing him hard on the mouth. Who needed the stiff, formal dances that were still going on in the ballroom below, when she could have this instead?

      

      Truly, as worried as she had been, this felt as though it was worth every possible risk. And yet, she hoped they would not have to suffer for their affections, for how could something so wonderful be a punishable act?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      Edmund stared at Luke across the breakfast table, trying to sense any sort of change in his brother. After depositing the highwayman in the outbuilding beside the stables, and ensuring a guard watched over him at all hours, Edmund had gone in search of his brother, but had been unable to find him. He had paused outside the door to Miss Dowels’ bedchamber and had listened closely for any untoward sounds, but only silence had echoed back.

      

      “How is our captive?” Luke broke the silence. They were the only two dining, given the early hour. After all, dawn had only just risen on the horizon, casting its dusky light through the dining room windows. It would be hours before the rest of the family awoke, having stayed up so late for the ball.

      

      “Safely locked away,” Edmund replied. “Did you speak with Miss Dowels?” He had to ask. He could not remain quite any longer. If Luke had done anything to dishonor her, he knew he would not be able to keep it from his mother and father. The Rowfex Estate meant everything to Edmund, and he would not allow Luke to ruin it. In any way.

      

      Luke nodded, giving nothing away. “I did, and she was glad to hear that I had won our race. She was worried, as I said she would be. But now, she knows she has nothing to fear.”

      

      “I trust you did not linger long with her? You know it is uncouth for a gentleman to be alone with a lady, with no chaperone.”

      

      “I was the perfect gentleman,” he replied, his expression still frustratingly blank. “I spoke with her upon the threshold of her bedchamber, and then I took a turn about the gardens to gather my thoughts.”

      

      “You did?” Edmund frowned.

      

      “Yes, I did.”

      

      “Are you sure of that?” Edmund could not read Luke, but he did not quite believe what he was being told. And yet, he did not have any evidence to prove that Luke had behaved otherwise.

      

      Luke sipped his tea. “I am, Brother. I needed a moment to breathe, and so I walked towards the forest.” He paused. “I suppose I hoped I might happen upon the rest of those highwaymen, though I doubt it would have ended too well for me, if I had.”

      

      “We should interrogate the fellow as soon as we can,” Edmund said. He was not going to get any other story out of his brother. Of that, he was certain. Luke had always had an exceptional ability to lie. “I thought it might be best if you were to lead it, as you were the one to capture him.”

      

      “I thought the very same thing,” Luke replied. “Are you finished with your breakfast?”

      

      “I am.”

      

      “Then we should not waste another moment.” Luke scraped back his chair and wiped his mouth on his serviette. Dropping it to the table, he crossed the room and disappeared into the hallway before Edmund had even set down his knife and fork.

      

      Rolling his eyes, Edmund hurried after his brother, the two of them exiting the house and heading for the outbuilding by the stables. A faint dew clung to the lawns, and a subtle chill drifted across the estate. However, the sky was clear overhead, suggesting a warm day was on its way.

      

      Two guards stood on either side of the rickety door, their muskets propped against their shoulders. They bowed as the brothers approached, then stepped aside to grant them entry. Luke went first, much to Edmund’s chagrin. Even though he had suggested that Luke should be the one to lead the interrogation, he hated the way that Luke expected the privilege. After all, Edmund was the elder brother.

      

      Entering the outbuilding, Edmund spotted the crouched figure in the corner. At least you had the sense to remain where I put you. The fellow shuffled slightly, blinking up at the brothers as the pale sunlight glanced through the open doorway.

      

      “I won’t say aught te ye, so ye needn’t bother,” he rasped.

      

      “We shall see about that.” Edmund glowered at the fellow. A strange, confused look flickered across the man’s face, as though he had not expected harsh words to come out of Edmund’s mouth. He thinks me weak, no doubt, as everyone does.

      

      “Tell us who you work for,” Luke added, the two brothers closing in on the hunched figure.

      

      “I won’t,” he replied.

      

      Casually, Edmund turned and took a riding crop down from the wall, where all of the extra stable accoutrements were kept. Stepping past Luke, he brought the crop down on the arm of the vagabond, the slap of it ricocheting through the room. The man yelped in pain, quickly covering the spot with his hand.

      

      “I believe my brother asked you a question,” Edmund said.

      

      “I won’t say a word!” the highwayman retorted.

      

      Sighing, Edmund snapped the crop harder against the fellow’s chest, forcing the man to hiss sharply through his teeth. Another whip followed, and another, until tears began to form in the highwayman’s eyes.

      

      “Then perhaps we should start with your name.” Edmund narrowed his eyes.

      

      “I won’t tell ye that neither,” the man snarled.

      

      “Then, I fear this is only the beginning,” Edmund warned, as the guards outside closed the door, leaving the highwaymen at the mercy of the two brothers.
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        * * *

      

      Why will he not speak? Luke leaned against the outer wall of the outbuilding, letting the sunlight bathe his sweat-soaked face. They had spent the better part of two hours trying to gain some information from the wretched brute, but his lips were sealed shut. No matter what tools they used, or how vehemently they threatened him, the fellow simply would not speak.

      

      “We should return this afternoon, to try again.” Edmund wiped his forehead on the back of his shirt sleeve. In truth, Luke had been somewhat surprised by Edmund’s ferocity within the outbuilding. Neither of them were skilled interrogators, but even Luke had balked at some of the things that Edmund had said and done. It looked as though quiet, dutiful Edmund had a few shades of darkness within him, after all.

      

      “I believe he is frightened of you, Brother,” Luke said. As I would be, in his position. Edmund’s actions had made Luke observe him in a slightly different light, inspiring a sense of newfound admiration and respect. He had always though Edmund to be a by-the-book, never-stepping-over-the line gentleman, but his behavior with the highwayman suggested otherwise. Finally, he had caught a glimpse of the soldier Edmund had once been. Tough and ruthless.

      

      “He should be,” Edmund replied. “It is the only way we will be able to garner the information we require, to put their tyranny to rest, once and for all.”

      

      “I could not agree more, Brother.” Luke cast Edmund a grin. “Now, what would you say to some tea, to refresh ourselves? I feel as though I have just completed a day-long hunt.”

      

      Edmund laughed. “Me, too. Come, let us go inside. Mother and Father will likely be awake by now, and I imagine we have some explaining to do, concerning our absence last night.”

      

      Luke pulled a grim face. “Ah yes, I had forgotten about that. Do you think they will be cross?”

      

      “I think they will be disappointed, though I believe they will understand once we explain our reasoning.” Edmund paused. “Although, perhaps it would be wise if we kept talk of our race out of the account.”

      

      Luke nodded. “I was just about to suggest the very same thing.”

      

      “And you promise you did not behave uncouthly towards Miss Dowels, when you parted from me last night?” Edmund held Luke’s gaze, his voice suddenly stern.

      

      “I promise,” Luke lied. If he closed his eyes and thought of her, he could still picture her shapely curves, and imagine the taste of her upon his lips.

      

      “Very well.” Edmund sighed. “But please, Brother, ensure that you do not behave badly. It would break our mother’s heart. You may be the second son of our family, but that does not mean you are exempt from the restrictions and expectations that rest upon my shoulders. Mother will want you to marry well, and as delightful as Miss Dowels is, she is not a suitable match.”

      

      “I have been nothing but courteous, Brother. I intended only to comfort Miss Dowels. You are the one who jumped to conclusions, when you witnessed us in the dining room. I meant no foul play, and I exacted none. I was simply trying to see her cheered, after Mother turned her away from the ball.” It still irked Luke that his mother had done that, for it seemed so very cruel.

      

      Edmund nodded. “If you say that is what happened, then I will believe you. But I hope you understand my concerns?”

      

      “You do not want to see any embarrassment brought to our family. I understand,” Luke replied brusquely. Although, how could someone as wondrous as Teresa ever be an embarrassment?

      

      “Then let us go inside.” Edmund took the lead, with Luke following after. As he walked, he glanced back at the outbuilding. We will discover your secrets—you may rely on that.
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        * * *

      

      “What is the meaning of this?” Louisa brandished the morning’s newspaper in her eldest sons’ faces. She had just come down to breakfast when the headline had caught her eye, inciting panic in her breast.

      

      Luke frowned as he read over the page. “How can this be?”

      

      “It looks as though someone revealed what happened to the papers,” Edmund replied, with a sigh. “I suppose it was inevitable.”

      

      Felicity, who was sitting at her mother’s side, gave a scathing roll of her eyes. “Must you always be so dramatic, Mama? Surely, it is a comfort to the people, to know that one of these wretches has been apprehended. It will give people peace of mind.”

      

      “As if you would know anything of the people, Felicity,” Louisa retorted. As she had grown from childhood into womanhood, Felicity had only become more strong-willed, choosing to keep away from her family at every possible opportunity. Yet now she chooses to speak, on a subject she has no understanding of?

      

      “I know that it was all anyone could speak of last night,” Felicity said, her tone matter-of-fact. “They are afraid, Mama, and this will lessen that fear. You should be congratulating whomever revealed this information, rather than spurning them.”

      

      “That is quite enough from you,” Louisa snapped. “That is quite enough from all of you. It is bad enough that I had to make excuses for the two of you at my own anniversary ball, when you disappeared without a trace. And then I discover that you were gallivanting through the fields, capturing highwaymen! What if one of you had been killed? I would not have known until I read it in the papers.”

      

      “I imagine they would rather have died than been matched with any of the ladies in attendance.” Felicity snickered. “I have never seen a gaudier gathering of chattering peacocks in all my days. And the way they fawned over the idea of an engagement to my brothers—why, it was laughable, Mama. Not a single one of them would have been suitable, and you are sorely mistaken if you believe otherwise.”

      

      “That is by-the-by, Felicity, and I would appreciate it if you would keep your outlandish opinions to yourself.” Louisa’s cheeks burned with fury. “Just because those fine young ladies prefer the idea of marriage to a lifetime of spinsterhood, and enjoy more suitable pastimes than having their noses forever buried in a book, that does not mean you are permitted to cast aspersions on their nature. There were several genteel creatures amongst them, not that it matters now. They were quite disappointed when your brothers vanished. Very disappointed indeed.”

      

      “Then it looks as though the highwaymen did you both a great favor, Brothers.” Felicity cast a conspiratorial glance at Luke and Edmund, the former stifling a chuckle.

      

      “Enough!” Louisa snapped. “I will not have this sort of behavior in my household. In future, you will inform me of any dangerous endeavors, even if it is for the benefit of the estate.”

      

      “We are sorry, Mother.” Edmund spoke first. Oh my sweet boy. She did not blame Edmund for this, as she knew Luke would have played the greater part. He had always been reckless, where Edmund had been logical, and though she was secretly pleased that they were working together in a strange sort of harmony, she did not like to think that Edmund was being led astray by his brother.

      

      “Yes, Mother, you have our sincerest apologies.” Luke smiled at her, melting her heart. As reckless as he might have been, he had a way of winning her over, without fail. “There was little time to inform you of our plans. If we had not acted in the moment, we might have lost this opportunity.”

      

      Louisa huffed out a sigh. “And where is this wretch now? I trust you have called upon the local constables?”

      

      Luke and Edmund exchanged a concerning glance. “Not quite, Mother,” Edmund replied. “We are seeking to gain information from him before we give him to Father and the other magistrates. He will be away from the estate as soon as possible, though, I promise you that.”

      

      Louisa shook her head. “You two will be the death of me. You realize that, do you not?”

      

      Luke walked to her and kissed her gently on the cheek. “We are doing this for you, Mother. So that you may have all the balls you please, without fearing that your guests will be accosted upon the road. Give us a few more days, and we will see to it that this is resolved.”

      

      “Please do, or I shall call upon the constables myself,” Louisa replied. As dearly as she loved her sons, she did not care to know that there was a known criminal within the grounds of her home. Indeed, it was a fortunate thing that their father was not here to listen to this, otherwise there would be severe trouble.

      

      “Thank you, Mother.” Luke smiled down at her, making her firm resolve crumble.

      

      “Just… be careful,” she said quietly. For she did not know what she would do if she lost either of them. Her children had always been her shining light, her sole purpose for being, and if any one of them were snatched away from her, she knew she would fall to pieces. Already, she had given up so much for them… though they did not know that. And she prayed they never would.

      

      A mother’s struggle was a secret, private entity, and if hers were ever to come to light, she knew it would take on a life of its own, becoming something vast and terrible that she would have no control over. And it would break all of her children’s hearts, as well as her own.
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      Eager to escape the household, after accidentally eavesdropping on the heated conversation that had taken place in the dining room, Teresa gathered the children and took them out into the gardens. It was a fine day, the sunshine warm upon her face, the laughter of the children allowing her to forget the events of the previous night.

      

      She did not wish to forget it entirely, but there was a certain embarrassment that had come with the dawn. Have I sinned? Back home, she had heard so many cautionary tales of young ladies who had allowed themselves to be wooed by fine gentlemen, resulting in an unwanted child and no sign of said gentleman.

      

      But I did not join with him, as they did, she reminded herself. As long as she refrained from that, no matter how intoxicating his breath and his kiss might have been, then she would be safe from that unfortunate conclusion.

      

      It still made her shiver with delight, as she retraced each kiss, and the delicate caress of his hands.

      

      “Miss Dowels?” A voice made her head snap around, her cheeks flushing with heat. I pray he does not see the sin written upon my face. Lord Harpington was approaching, his arms behind his back, looking very elegant in the day’s glow.

      

      She sketched a curtsey. “Lord Harpington, my apologies, I did not see you there.”

      

      “I have startled you?”

      

      “A little, My Lord.” She gave a shy smile, her insides squirming. Surely, he would be able to see her mortification and suspect the reason for it?

      

      “I am sorry to have alarmed you.” His tone was oddly soft, his manner gentle. In all her time here, she had rarely spent a moment in Lord Harpington’s company. Indeed, she wondered if she ought to have a chaperone present, but she supposed that, being an employee of the house, it did not matter too much.

      

      “I was enjoying this fine day,” she said.

      

      He nodded. “It is beautiful.”

      

      “I hear you were successful in apprehending one of the highwaymen?”

      

      “Yes, though it seems to have caused quite the stir.” He chuckled drily. “Actually, that is partially why I have sought you out, Miss Dowels.”

      

      Oh dear… “It is, My Lord?”

      

      “Yes, I hoped I might speak with you, and make sure you were feeling better after yesterday’s debacle at the ball?” He fell in step with her as they walked through the gardens, the children playing obliviously up ahead. “I am sorry that you were treated in such a way, by both my mother and my brother, albeit differently.”

      

      “It is nothing, My Lord. I have already forgotten it,” she lied.

      

      “My mother should have awarded you more courtesy, though it is my firm belief that she turned you away because you would have outshone the rest of the young ladies in attendance.” He did not look at her as he said so, piquing her curiosity. “As for my brother, he has been an impulsive creature all his life. If he made you feel uncomfortable, or made you feel trapped, then I must apologize on his behalf.”

      

      Teresa smiled. “You are too kind, My Lord. Although, I cannot agree with you in regards to the other young ladies at the ball. What is a caterpillar as compared to a butterfly?”

      

      “Rest assured, Miss Dowels, you were the only butterfly,” he replied, surprising her. Why was he speaking so kindly to her? He had made his opinion about admiring lesser women fully known last night, and yet he appeared to be complimenting her. It was a very strange turn of events.

      

      “Then we must agree to disagree.”

      

      Lord Harpington chuckled. “Modest, too. I admire that in a lady.”

      

      “I speak only the truth,” she insisted. Aside from your belief that I did not welcome Luke’s affections.

      

      “The change in my youngest siblings has been remarkable, Miss Dowels, and I should hate for you to have your position jeopardized because of my brother’s immature nature.” He paused, turning to her. “I wished to give you my assurance that I will not tell a soul of what I saw, even though I am not entirely certain of what I did see. You are a sensible young lady, Miss Dowels, and I know that you were not responsible.”

      

      “Thank you, My Lord.” But I did not reject his advances… indeed, I welcomed them. Well, that would have to be their little secret—hers and Luke’s.

      

      “But I would ask that you be cautious around my brother. He has been indulged his entire life, and believes he is owed whatever takes his fancy. If you allow yourself to be taken in by him, then it will only cause you harm. And I do not want to see you brought to harm, Miss Dowels.” Lord Harpington gazed at the children. “Nor would I see your heart broken by him.”

      

      Teresa nodded slowly. “You have nothing to be concerned about, My Lord. I know my place, and I will not entertain anything that would cause my heart to break or my honor to be brought into ill-repute.” It was the truth, for despite Lord Harpington’s words, Teresa knew that Luke did not intend to wound her. He had confessed his affections, and she believed them with all her heart.

      

      “It pleases me to hear that.”

      

      “Might I speak frankly with you, My Lord?” Her nerves jangled, for she did not know how Lord Harpington might take well-meant advice.

      

      “Of course, Miss Dowels.”

      

      “I have witnessed a competitive divide between yourself and Lord Luke, and I have reason to believe that it stems from a misguided understanding—Lord Luke thinks you do not care for him.” She paused to gauge Lord Harpington’s expression, but it remained blank. “Perhaps, it might be worthwhile to assure him that you do, for I know that you do. I have seen a warmth in your eyes when you glance at him, though he does not see it.”

      

      Lord Harpington gave a quiet laugh. “Then, maybe we are both harboring a misguided understanding of our relationship. You see, I have always believed that my brother does not care for me. He thinks me stuffy and dull, because I heed my duties in a way that he does not.”

      

      Teresa smiled. “Maybe he simply needs the right guidance? I am certain he cares for you, too. You are brothers, after all, and there is no bond as strong as that of family.”

      

      “Do you have family, Miss Dowels?”

      

      She shook her head. “No, not anymore.”

      

      “I am sorry for that.”

      

      “As am I,” she replied. She did not know why she was being so honest with him, but she found no reason to lie. Her past was her past, and nothing could bring her mother and father back from the dead. The details surrounding their loss was her secret cross to bear, but that did not mean she could not tell others that they were gone.

      

      “You are a remarkable young lady, Miss Dowels. I know that we may never replace the family that you have lost, but I hope you will come to feel as though the Manor is your home,” he said. “It is why I would be loath to see you cast out, because of my brother. I will protect you as best I can, but you must keep your wits about you.”

      

      “Thank you, My Lord.” I need no protection from Luke.

      

      “It is my pleasure, Miss Dowels. Now, I will leave you to your day. I have taken enough of your time as it is. And, as I have said, rest assured that I will protect your position here, to the best of my ability.” He gave a small bow, before turning on his heel and leaving her in a state of abject confusion. Where had this come from? Why was he offering her protection?

      

      As she glanced back at the children, a nagging doubt began to gnaw away at the back of her mind. What if Luke was not as honest as he seemed? What if she was merely another plaything, to be used and disposed of? No… he is not that kind of gentleman. She felt sure of it, and yet the fear remained as she went to the children. If she was wrong, she stood to lose everything.
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        * * *

      

      Weary from yet another fruitless interrogation with the highwayman, Luke sought Teresa out. The brothers had tried to get him to speak all afternoon and well into the evening. And now, the sun had set, and they had still made no progress with the vile wretch.

      

      With the rest of his family safely ensconced in the drawing room, enjoying a peaceful evening, Luke approached the door to Teresa’s bedchamber. He knocked lightly, his pulse quickening at the prospect of her beautiful face.

      

      She answered, a moment later. “My Lord, what an unexpected surprise.”

      

      “I thought I might keep you company,” he said. “I have not seen you all day, though I cannot blame you for wanting to avoid my mother.”

      

      “It is not a good time, My Lord.” She dropped her gaze, his chest gripping with anxiety. Her tone was uncharacteristically cold, her manner following suit.

      

      “Is something the matter?”

      

      She shook her head. “No, My Lord. I just… I do not think it appropriate that we continue to meet like this. If anyone were to discover us, I would lose my position and my dignity.”

      

      “Why do you call me ‘My Lord’ again?”

      

      “Because it is the proper thing to do. Now, I must return to my duties, and you ought to return to your family.” She tried to close the door in his face, but he put his foot across the threshold, preventing her.

      

      “Teresa? Has something happened?”

      

      “I was a fool to allow myself to feel affection for you, that is all,” she replied quietly, her tone filled with sadness. “You and I can never be, and I will not risk my employment for an impossibility.”

      

      He held the door open, desperate to keep her in his view. “Who says it is an impossibility? I do not care for the rules and regulations that surround those of the peerage. I do not have to contend with the same struggles as my brother. My mother and father may wish me to marry well, but I wish to marry for love. And… I love you, Teresa.”

      

      Her eyes widened, tears glistening. “You cannot, My Lord. I am not for you. I am no lady. I have no fortune. I have nothing to offer. But I stand to lose everything if I continue on this path.”

      

      “If you love me in return, then you have everything to offer and nothing to lose,” he replied in earnest. Do not shut me out, I beg of you. “Tell me, what has happened? Where has this talk come from? You were happy when I left you this morning—why do you look so sad now?”

      

      She shook her head miserably. “Perhaps I came to understand what I refused to acknowledge this morning. My feelings for you do not matter. Even if I were to love you, I could never have you. You are not for me, just as I am not for you. Your mother and father would cast you out if you tried to disobey them, and even if they did not, they would certainly cast me out. I cannot take advantage of the generosity I have been given.”

      

      “Who has put these thoughts in your mind?” Luke continued to hold the door, his mind racing. In truth, he had a feeling he knew exactly who had put these thoughts in her mind. Edmund might have promised he would not intervene, but he had not promised he would not attempt to manipulate her from afar.

      

      “They are my own thoughts, My Lord.”

      

      “Please, do not call me that,” Luke urged. “Speak to me as you spoke to me last night and in the early hours of this morning. Speak to me as your lover once more, I implore you.”

      

      A sob caught in her throat. “I cannot have my heart broken, My Lord.”

      

      “I would never, Teresa. Your heart is as precious to me as my own. And if you do this, it will be my heart that is broken.”

      

      “You must go,” she murmured.

      

      “Do not send me away.”

      

      “Please…”

      

      Realizing she was slipping through his fingers, through no fault of his own, he forced his way forwards and took her in his arms. His lips found hers, kissing her with all the passion he possessed. At first, she did not respond, her palms pushing against his chest.

      

      “I love you, Teresa. I would never do anything to hurt you,” he urged, kissing her again. This time, he felt her soften, her mouth slowly echoing his kiss. Her body relaxed against him, her tongue dancing with his as she pressed herself closer. He did not know whether to weep with joy or seek out Edmund and demand answers. As she looped her arms about his neck and drew him deeper into their kiss, he felt his anger dissipate, replaced with pure contentment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      A week passed with no further mention of the captured highwayman in the press. It irked Luke, that someone had leaked the news, for it mean the highwaymen would deign to be more cautious. How could they be lured out, if they knew to go into hiding? Those incessant gossipers. He knew it had to be someone from the ball, who had revealed the news, but there had been too many people there for him to aim his annoyance at any one person.

      

      That did not mean their pursuit of the highwaymen had been forgotten or delayed, however. And yet, he had not been able to get the villainous wretch to talk. Nobody had. His lips were sealed shut and showing no signs of opening. Whomever he worked for, they had a strong hold over him.

      

      Teresa continued to offer encouragement. However, he could not bear the look of worry in her eyes, whenever they were together. Although she claimed she loved him, he knew her mind was plagued with doubts. How could she not be concerned, when her employment is tied to me? The notion troubled his heart and mind, for her love was the only thing he desired, above all else. And Edmund had threatened that, for the sake of his own ends.

      

      But I will prove myself to be faithful, when I retrieve her stolen necklace and offer it as a wedding gift. It was the only chance he had left to secure her favor. All he had to do was get the highwayman to talk, one way or another.

      

      And so, it came as something of a shock that morning when Edmund dragged Luke to the outbuilding the captured highwayman was kept in, and pushed him into the room unceremoniously. It was unseemly to have such a fellow in the household, and Luke could not fathom what had possessed his brother to bring him here. He almost yelped in alarm, seeing the bedraggled, worn face of the fellow they had caught.

      

      He was a towering figure of a man, even sitting, at well over six-feet, with broad shoulders and a wide chest that made his filthy shirt strain. His dark hair was close-cropped, and dirty-looking stubble bordered his thin, cracked lips. Every feature of his face was broad and prominent, his chin protruding proudly as he folded his arms over that barrel chest. A brute, for certain.

      

      “It would appear that our friend wishes to talk, Brother,” Edmund announced, as he closed the door behind him.

      

      Luke frowned. “What?”

      

      “He has declared that he only wishes to speak with you, but I will not be leaving. I will stay, to hear what he has to say for himself.” Edmund glowered at the stern-faced fellow, anger bristling from him in palpable waves.

      

      “He will speak?” Luke could not fathom it.

      

      “He has asked to see you, so I presume so. Though goodness knows why he has only agreed to talk with you. I am the eldest son of this household, after all,” Edmund muttered, clearly sour about the peculiar favoritism being shown. It confused Luke, too.

      

      He paused, a shiver of dread running through him. “Then… I suppose you may begin.”

      

      “Not with him in the room,” the highwayman spat.

      

      “What is your quarrel with my brother?” Luke arched a curious eyebrow.

      

      “He is as good as a duke. I don’t speak with highborn sorts.” The highwayman deliberately turned away.

      

      “But I am of high birth, too,” Luke replied, though he did not want to squander this unusual opportunity.

      

      The man shrugged. “Not as high as him over there.”

      

      Luke cast a weighted look at his brother. “Edmund, perhaps you should leave us to it? You may remain outside the door, in case anything should happen.”

      

      “You cannot be serious?” Edmund gasped. “I am not about to leave you alone with a known criminal.”

      

      “Please,” Luke urged. “You brought him in here, so let me contend with him.” He was aware that every moment he wasted, this chance slipped further and further through his fingers. He needed this, not only for himself and his family’s welfare, but for Teresa’s honor, too.

      

      Edmund shook his head. “Absolutely not.”

      

      “Please.” The urgency throbbed in Luke’s voice.

      

      “But what if—” Edmund began, but Luke cut him off.

      

      “As I have said, if you wait outside the door, I can call for you if anything occurs. Please, Edmund, you must leave.”

      

      Edmund unleashed an irritated sigh. “Very well, but if he kills you where you stand, you will only have yourself to blame.” Without another word, he stalked out of the room, leaving Luke and this strange, grim fellow to their conversation.

      

      “What is your name?” Luke began. The wretch had not even given that away, content to crouch in sullen silence in the makeshift cell they had created in the stables.

      

      “Stuart Bollands,” the man replied. “Though I don’t see what that’s got to do with aught.” He spoke with an odd accent that Luke did not recognize.

      

      “Well then, Bollands, to what do I owe this unexpected encounter?” Luke’s tone came out cold.

      

      “I think you know, otherwise ye wouldn’t have bothered draggin’ me about,” Stuart replied bluntly.

      

      “Enlighten me.”

      

      A coarse laugh rasped from Stuart’s throat. “I’m one of them men you’ve been chasin’ after like nobody’s business. And yer probably wantin’ answers, right? One of the other lads said he’d met ye before, in the woods. Shot ye in the arm. That right?”

      

      “No, I got a trifling cut from a riding accident,” Luke replied, without missing a beat.

      

      Stuart snorted. “Aye, an I’m the King of England. Look, if ye want to get aught out o’ me, we’ve got te be honest with each other. If ye aren’t that fella, the one who got shot, then I can’t tell ye aught.”

      

      Luke rolled his eyes. “Then, yes, that is correct.” He needed answers more than his pride.

      

      “Right, so yer stake in this is personal, ain’t it? So, that’s why I’m talkin’ with ye, and not te that stuffed up peacock outside. Seems te me like ye’ve got a lot more te lose than yer brother, which means ye might be willin’ te make a few deals te get what ye want.”

      

      Luke’s eyes narrowed. “I do not follow, I am afraid.”

      

      “I want somethin’ and ye want somethin’. ‘Tis simple. Don’t complicate it,” Stuart replied. “I’ll tell ye a tidbit, if ye turn me loose. If ye can’t do that, at least see te it that me sentence is lenient. A couple months hard labor or somethin’, no more.”

      

      “I will have to hear what you have to say first. If it satisfies my curiosity, then… perhaps something can be arranged.” It pained him to have to say that, but what choice did he have? He needed this man to speak.

      

      “That ain’t good enough. I need yer word, or ye can kiss any information I’ve got goodbye. I got no loyalty te the fellas I work for. All I’m doing is payin’ off a debt. So, I’m willin’ te speak, fer the right price.”

      

      An idea came to Luke. “Then, how about this—I will pay off the remainder of your debt, and you will face the proper sentence for your crimes? That way, neither of us lose.”

      

      Stuart paused for a moment. “Aye… aye, that might be good. Offer us a sum te pay off the debt and keep me family above water, an’ I’ll tell ye what ye want te know.”

      

      Luke nodded. “I can do that, providing your information is useful.”

      

      “Ye want te know who’s got that lady’s necklace, right? And ye want te clear these fellas like me away from yer roads, aye?”

      

      “That is correct.”

      

      “Then ye need te go right te the root of the problem, M’Lord.” Stuart flashed a toothless grin. “Ye want te be goin’ te the Sphinx of Salford. That’s the fella yer after. Offer him a trade, or a deal, or somethin’, and he’ll stop terrorizin’ ye. He might even give that trinket back, though I cannae make any promises. Might have sold it already. It’s all about the money with him, ye see.”

      

      “The Sphinx of Salford?”

      

      Stuart nodded. “Aye.”

      

      “And where will I find this man?”

      

      Stuart snorted. “In Salford, o’ course.”

      

      “Of course… and that is all you have to tell me?”

      

      “That’s all ye need te know, M’Lord. Find him and yer troubles’ll be over. Arrange somethin’ and ye won’t have te worry about us no more.”

      

      “But you will surely move elsewhere, and proceed in the same manner?”

      

      Stuart shrugged. “Ye care about that? What’s it te ye? Won’t be yer problem no more.”

      

      “I will have to contemplate it some more. In the meantime, you will stay here in the stables.”

      

      Stuart’s expression darkened. “And what about me family? What about me debt?”

      

      Luke sighed. “I will take care of your family. Leave their information with my brother, and I will ensure that they do not suffer because of your decisions in life.”

      

      “And me debts?”

      

      “We can discuss that when I have come to a suitable conclusion. For now, at least, you need not worry about your family.”

      

      “Right, well, ‘spose that’ll have te do... fer now.” Stuart did not sound convinced, but Luke was not about to offer him any more than he had already done.

      

      Luke crossed the room. At the door, he turned. Stuart stood with an eerie smile. “I’d be careful if I were you. The Sphinx ain’t someone to be messed with. But he’s the only way yer gettin’ rid of us fellas.”

      

      Luke felt a shudder of fear bristle through him as he left the foul man. Who is this Sphinx? It did not sit at all well with Luke, but he had little else to go on.

      

      Knowing he ought to act as soon as possible, despite his fears, he went back to the Manor so he could begin to forge a plan from the solitude of his study. Edmund, oddly, was nowhere in sight. However, Luke jolted in fright a few moments later, as a figure hurtled across the entrance hall towards him. Teresa rushed up to him with a worried expression on her face, tears brimming in her eyes.

      

      “My Lord, I heard everything,” she gasped, her tone hushed. “I was near the stables, and I could not help but listen to what was being said.”

      

      “All will be well,” Luke replied, finding his voice again. “We must remain staunch in our resolve to seek justice. There is nothing to fear. I will not act until I am suitably prepared.”

      

      Teresa shook her head. “Oh, but there is, My Lord. He gave you a warning. This Sphinx is not a person to be trifled with. You should not follow this path, My Lord. You must not.”

      

      “I must put a stop to this.” Luke sighed. “And this is our only way, as it stands.”

      

      “And what if this man is telling lies? What if he is trying to put you in harm’s way?” she urged.

      

      Luke frowned. “Whatever do you mean?”

      

      “What if he intended to be caught, so that he could say this to you? What if he means to lead you to this Sphinx, so that further suffering can be brought upon you?” Teresa replied. “I do not like this, My Lord. I do not like this at all.”

      

      Luke shook his head. “I will not run from this, Miss Dowels, but I assure you I will be cautious. Besides, why would he tell me such a falsehood, after I promised to aid his family? It would not be in his favor to see me brought to harm.”

      

      An odd spark flashed across Teresa’s eyes. A flicker of fearful worry—for him? He was not sure. “And if there is no family? What if that is a lie, too? You like to believe the best in people, My Lord, but not everyone has good intentions. The risk is too great. I beg of you, find another way. Do not do this.”

      

      He smiled at her. “I have to, Miss Dowels. If I must endure some danger to achieve it, then so be it.”
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      Despairing of the situation, Teresa wondered what she might do to help Luke. Stubborn in his resolve, she knew she would not be able to change his mind, nor did she think it her place to insist on him refraining. Still, she could not forget that wretch’s warning. All throughout her afternoon of teaching the three children, she fought against her mind’s distraction, letting them cheer her glib spirits.

      

      She adored the children dearly, and there was a great deal of comfort to be found in educating them. They were sweet and earnest and gave her a sense of purpose that had otherwise been lacking. It was the same feeling she had experienced in her village, though the memories of that place were bittersweet now. However, she knew she was in the process of building new, entirely wonderful memories with these children. And though her mind wandered, they helped to keep her from dwelling too much on the darkness that loomed around her.

      

      As the daylight turned to evening, and she no longer had the children to distract her, Luke’s predicament was all she could think about.

      

      He is doing this to prove himself to me, but he does not need to. She loved him dearly, and no necklace would increase or diminish that.

      

      She thought over what the highwayman had said, with a few words throbbing in her head like a beacon—The Sphinx of Salford. It had slipped out of Stuart’s mouth with little emphasis, but it had stuck with her. She did not know who this Sphinx might be, but it brought her a sense of panic. Anyone who hid behind a nickname could only be unscrupulous. And Luke seemed intent on pursuing this fellow.

      

      Perhaps there is another way. If she could speak with Stuart herself, then maybe she could gain some information that Luke could use. Something less dangerous than going after this Sphinx. Driven by her strong belief that her role was to serve the family in any and all ways that she could, she decided to act on that belief. She did not want the Rowfex family to be brought to ruin by the highwaymen’s continued presence in the area, nor did she want Luke to risk his life to stop it.

      

      With the clock striking seven o’clock, and the children already in bed, Teresa slipped stealthily down the stairs and headed out into the bitter evening. A faint drizzle of rain drifted down from the dark sky, a frosty wind nipping at her cheeks as she rushed along. Drawing the collar of her cloak tighter around her face, to hide her features and keep out the cold, she made her way towards the stables.

      

      You must keep your wits about you, Teresa. It is late, and it is dark, and this is no place for a young woman. She repeated the words as she found her way to the outbuilding a few minutes later.

      

      “Excuse me,” she said to the guards on duty. They turned to her in confusion.

      

      “Yes, Miss?” one replied.

      

      “I was wondering if I might have a moment with the prisoner. Lord Luke sent me to see if I could garner any further information.”

      

      “His Lordship sent you?” the second guard frowned.

      

      She nodded. “He thought the prisoner might respond better to a more feminine approach.”

      

      The first guard shrugged. “Well, I don’t suppose it’s our place to argue. We’ll be right out here if he gets agitated. Call for help if you need it.”

      

      “Thank you.” Teresa took a deep breath as the guards opened the door and let her in. She knew this was a dangerous risk to take, but she needed to be bold for Luke’s sake. And before he could take his life into his own hands.

      

      What she did not know, as she entered the gloom, was that Luke had already taken those treacherous steps. Even now, he was many miles away, already determined to pursue the information that Stuart had given him. And he was about to walk right into the mouth of the Sphinx’s den.
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        * * *

      

      Luke pulled his horse to a halt on the banks of the River Irwell, where the borough of Salford and the city of Manchester became divided, the former stretching away beside the murky water. He did not know where to begin, nor whom he was actually looking for, and fear crept across his skin as he urged his horse along the embankment.

      

      “Excuse me,” he said, upon encountering the first semi-friendly face. A young boy with grubby cheeks and a threadbare cap looked up at him with wide, worldly eyes.

      

      “Aye, Sir?” he replied.

      

      “Might you have heard of a fellow called the Sphinx?”

      

      The boy smiled. “And what if I have?”

      

      “Might you point me in the right direction of this man?”

      

      “I could… but it’d cost you, Sir.”

      

      He frowned, taking a coin from his pocket and holding it at a safe distance. “You may have this if you tell me where I can find the Sphinx.”

      

      “Hand it to me, then I’ll tell you,” the boy shot back.

      

      Luke chuckled. “I was not born yesterday, young man. You will have the coin when you tell me where I can find the Sphinx, and not a moment sooner.” Necessity had sharpened his ability to defend and protect himself. It had been an early lesson in life, with Edmund to contend with. Indeed, Edmund would certainly have fallen for this trickery, but Luke would never have allowed a vagrant child to trick him out of a coin.

      

      “Then maybe I won’t say a word,” the boy muttered.

      

      “You will, boy, or you will be short a coin. And if you think to fool me, I will send men after you. My guard is a short distance away, watching from the shadows. If you attempt to deceive me, he will see to it that you are punished.” The lie leapt effortlessly from his tongue.

      

      Immediately, the boy’s manner changed. Fear morphed his features into a mask of obedience, his eyes peering behind Luke into the shadows of the riverbank. “You’ll find him at this hour at Number Fifteen, Mariner’s Way. Head down the bank and take the first-right. Follow that path until you see the Red Lion Inn. Turn left there, and you’ll be on Mariner’s Way.”

      

      He smiled. “Thank you.”

      

      “And… my coin?”

      

      Luke placed it in the boy’s palm, his eyes narrowing. “Remember what I said, boy. If you have deceived me, you will come to regret it.”

      

      “I ain’t telling no lies, Sir. You’ll find the Sphinx there.”

      

      “Very well.” Luke pressed on, feeling proud that he had managed to navigate the locals. Salford was so eerie and strange to him, a dense fog rolling across the settlement. Indeed, he vowed never to return here, if he could help it.

      

      Following the boy’s directions, he hurried his horse through the crowded evening streets of Salford. Ignoring the remarks of furtive bystanders and the grasping hands of drunken revelers, he kept his head down and his course steady.

      

      Mariner’s Way was a gloomy street, the two parallel rows of houses almost too-close together. Many did not have any numbers upon the door, making counting difficult. However, as he reached the halfway point, he turned and saw a black-painted door with ‘15’ carved roughly into the wood. It had partially splintered, some shreds sticking up from the knife-carved numbers. Luke shuddered, fear spiking through his heart as he turned towards the door.

      

      I should have allowed Edmund to join me. The two brothers had something of a disagreement about what to do with Stuart’s information. Edmund had been eager to wait until they could find out more about this mysterious Sphinx, but Luke was not prone to patience. In truth, he feared that this Sphinx may discover that he had become a target, and would shrink away into obscurity until it was safe to re-emerge.

      

      Taking a shaky breath, he knocked on the door and waited. This is for the benefit of my family. I must do this if I am to free them from tyranny and return Teresa’s necklace to her. My family rely on this being a success, as much as I do.

      

      The door creaked open, revealing an elderly woman. “Yes?” she said sharply.

      

      “I am here to see the Sphinx,” Luke replied, feeling slightly foolish. After all, he did not know this person’s true name.

      

      “Is he expecting you?”

      

      Luke shook his head. “No, but I must speak with him.”

      

      “And who are you?”

      

      “Mr. Frederick Booth,” he replied, his second lie that evening tripping easily off his tongue. “I am nobody, really, but I am here to resolve a great injustice.”

      

      “Let him in,” a voice echoed from beyond the elderly woman. It was deep and masculine, with a subtle rasp that spoke of a pipe-smoker.

      

      “Very well,” the woman sighed. “In you go.” A hint of ‘don’t say I didn’t warn you’ lingered in her tone, which increased the pulse of fear in Luke’s veins. His heart was already pounding like a runaway horse, his throat dry and tight.

      

      Steeling himself, for the sake of his family and Teresa, he walked through the open doorway. A narrow corridor led through to a low-ceilinged, stone kitchen, with a smattering of hay spread across the cold flagstones. A fire burned in the hearth on the far side, where a single man sat, perched on the edge of a milking stool. He was not what Luke had expected.

      

      “Mr. Booth, was it?” he rasped, turning to Luke. He was a plump fellow in his late-thirties, with a mane of curly auburn hair, and piercing green eyes. His cheeks were ruddy, and freckles dotted the pale complexion of his face. Indeed, he looked rather jolly, which took Luke by complete surprise. He had been expecting fire and brimstone, and the Devil himself.

      

      “Yes, Sir,” he replied anxiously.

      

      “Take a seat.” He gestured to the stool beside him, which stood a little bit too close to his seat. Shaking off his discomfort, Luke crossed the kitchen and sat down on the uncomfortable stool. His eyes did not leave Luke, who gazed into the fire, conscious of him watching.

      

      “Are you the Sphinx?” Luke asked, clearing his throat.

      

      He chuckled. “Call me the gatekeeper.” His accent was mildly Irish in origin, adding to the jolly image of him. Luke was finding it hard to reconcile the idea of a fellow who could ruin so many lives with the man who sat before him. And yet, it seemed as though he was not talking to the organ grinder. Instead, he had been saddled with the monkey.

      

      “Do you know the Sphinx?” Luke said.

      

      “Let’s start with somethin’ else first,” the man replied. “How ‘bout ye tell me yer real name, then we can get down to business?”

      

      “I told you my name.”

      

      “Aye, and I’m the King of England.”

      

      Luke pursed his lips in frustration. “Very well… my name is Lord Luke Morton.”

      

      “Of the Rowfex Estate?” The man smirked, his mouth missing so many teeth Luke had lost count.

      

      “Yes.”

      

      “So that’s why yer here, then?”

      

      “Listen here, are you the Sphinx or not?” he replied tersely. He wanted to be sure that this was the fellow he needed.

      

      “And what brings a high-and-mighty sort like you to my door? It’s not often I have visitors such as yourself. It’s usually vengeful wives and disgruntled blackguards who lost money in a bet. You’ve even got all your teeth, which is new for me,” he teased.

      

      Luke smiled coldly. “Are you the Sphinx or not?”

      

      “I told ye, think o’ me as the gatekeeper. Ye tell me what ye be wantin’ and I’ll see to it that the Sphinx hears yer complaint.”

      

      Luke balled his hands into fists. “I want the Sphinx to remove his men from the land near my estate. And I would like him to return a precious item that was taken from a… friend of mine. It is a necklace and must be given back, as it was stolen.”

      

      “From a lover of yours?”

      

      He grimaced. “No, nothing of that sort. She is a friend, that is all.”

      

      “That’s what they all say,” he mocked, laughing huskily. “Who is she?”

      

      “What do you mean?”

      

      “Who does the necklace belong to? I’ll see if it’s worth the Sphinx’s time to be handin’ such an item back.”

      

      Luke kept his gaze fixed on the licking flames, for fear of lashing out. “I would prefer not to tell you the identity of the one whom it belongs to. As for the highwaymen, you may tell your Sphinx that I wish them to be removed. Let him send me the terms, and I will meet them.”

      

      The man smirked. “I doubt you’d be able to afford it. Keeping the peace don’t come cheap, Sir.”

      

      “Nevertheless, you will pass my message on.” He took out a few more coins and pressed them onto the nearby table. “That will be your fee for doing so.”

      

      “Well, this is a very unexpected delight,” the man purred. “This golden boy shows his true colors at last. Money is the way te any fella’s heart. But ye already knew that, didn’t ye?”

      

      “Can you help or not?” Luke was growing tired of this man’s arrogance.

      

      “Certainly, I can. However, my services come at a steeper price than that,” he replied.

      

      “Name it,” Luke said, turning.

      

      He chuckled. “There’s a tempting offer, Lord Luke.”

      

      He knows I am the second son, or he would not have addressed me so… how does he know so much? Evidently, this Sphinx had chosen his victims carefully, ensuring he did his research before installing his men in the estate’s vicinity. It sent shivers of apprehension through Luke’s veins. What else did the Sphinx know? Did he know about Teresa?

      

      “I have more money with me. You may have all of it, if you will see that the message is clearly delivered. I am willing to offer any sum to have those wretches removed from my family’s lands, and to have that necklace returned.” Luke forced down his fears, refusing to let it show in his tone. This man would not have the satisfaction of watching him squirm.

      

      “I’ll take yer money, Lord Luke, but the Sphinx might be wantin’ more than that. I hear that lady, whom you’re so intent on protectin’, is so very pretty, with that precious heart upon her cheek,” he said, with a dark chuckle. “Perhaps, the Sphinx’ll be wantin’ a taste of what was stolen from him, before he gives your lands and that necklace back.”

      

      This cannot be good. Remember, keep your wits about you.

      

      “Nothing was stolen from the Sphinx,” Luke said coolly.

      

      “Aye, well that’s where yer wrong. You robbed him of his right to take what he wanted,” the man replied. “And he’ll be wantin’ that, if he’s te give the necklace back. I can’t say aught for the rest of it, as concerns yer lands, but he’ll be sendin’ ye his terms soon enough. He’s been waitin’ fer yer visit.”

      

      Luke gaped at the fellow. “What?”

      

      “He knew ye’d be comin’, Sir.” The man laughed. “Did ye think he wouldn’t know ye’d taken one o’ his men? The Sphinx knows all.”

      

      “Where is he?” Luke roared.

      

      “Temper, temper.” The man grinned, showing more of his decayed teeth. “Ye’ll hear from him right enough, as I’ve told ye. Patience, little Lord. Ye’ll get yer terms in the days to come. There, ye may come to some arrangement that is satisfying to everyone.”

      

      Luke tried not to shudder, but he was shaken to the core. “And that is all the satisfaction that I am to receive? A faint promise that this villain will correspond with me in due course?” In truth, he had absolutely no intention of being patient, but he knew he needed some time to come up with a plan. One that would keep Teresa out of harm’s way. How hard can that be? His stomach sank with dread.

      

      “A word of warning, Sir,” the man said. “The Sphinx don’t take kindly te arrogance, and he don’t take kindly te folks hollerin’ at his people. So calm yerself and leave before I decide not te pass yer message on. Ye’ll hear from the Sphinx when he’s good and ready.”

      

      Luke scraped back his stool and stood sharply. “If I do not hear from him by Monday of next week, I will send my men after you. They will steal you in the night, when you least expect it, and I will pry what I need out of you. I do not like to be tricked, and I never allow deception to go unpunished. You may tell your Sphinx that and urge him to be swift in his reply.”

      

      His words were eerily reminiscent of the ones he’d spoken to the vagrant boy on the side of the riverbank. A twist of guilt turned in his chest—how he wished he had not spoken so coldly to him, when he was simply a poor creature trying to earn a coin.

      

      The man smiled. “Very well, then I’ll tell the Sphinx what ye wish him te know. But don’t say I didn’t warn ye about losing yer temper. And don’t think that pretty little thing o’ yours is goin’ te be spared. The Sphinx don’t like losin’ out, and ye took somethin’ mighty precious from him.”

      

      Luke scowled. “Well then, you may tell him that he does not frighten me. We will come to an arrangement, like gentlemen, and I will not accept any terms that will cause suffering to any person. If it is money he desires, he may have it, but everything else is prohibited.”

      

      “Good luck with that, Sir.” The man cackled.

      

      “I will remember you. And, perhaps, I will ask that you be removed, into the bargain,” Luke said bitterly, his heart stabbing with concern. He was starting to wish he had not come here, for at least Teresa would have been kept out of danger. And the guards would have protected the roads, for as long as they could. But he had cast all of that aside for the sake of his own pride and determination.

      

      It might mean telling Teresa what has happened here. And it may mean I have to urge her to run. It would be a last resort, but it brought him some vain comfort to know that she would be protected, no matter what. Even if he had to let go of her to keep her safe. Perhaps I may even run with her.

      

      “Are you done?” The man leered.

      

      “Oh yes, I am quite done with you.”

      

      “Well then, it’s been entirely me pleasure. Or, at least, it will be.” His brown smile made Luke feel nauseous, though he did not plan on seeing this face again, not if he could help it.

      

      “I hope you suffer for your part in this,” Luke said, stalking towards the door. “And remember… next Monday.”

      

      The man nodded slowly. “I might forget, unless ye offer me more fer rememberin’?”

      

      Luke took out some more coins and left them on the side-table. “Will that suffice?”

      

      “Aye, that’ll do nicely.” He cackled, raspy with tobacco smoke.

      

      Without another word, Luke exited the kitchen and headed down the narrow corridor. Opening the door, he stepped out into the cold night air, dragging it into his lungs and letting it cool his hot cheeks. Fury and embarrassment mingled with victory, his chest heaving as latent panic coursed through his veins.

      

      How can I avoid the Sphinx and my end of the bargain, especially if he brings Teresa into it? He did not have the answer yet, but he was determined to figure it out.

      

      Pulling his cloak tighter once more, he set off for home, praying this visit would not cost him everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hello?” Teresa stared into the darkness of the outbuilding, trying to pick out the figure that she knew was here somewhere.

      

      “I didn’t know if ye’d be brave enough to face me, sweetheart.” The eerie voice of Stuart Bollands echoed back.

      

      Teresa steeled herself; this was no time to show her nerves. “I have been left with little choice, Mr. Bollands. You have placed this family in grave danger, and I would like to see if a resolution may be found.”

      

      “Oh aye, and what might ye be offerin’?” He smirked as he emerged from the gloom, the stench of sweat and grime stinging Teresa’s nostrils. A bruise was blossoming across his right eye, and Teresa sensed that one of the elder brothers were responsible. Desperation had driven them to this. She hoped it would not drive them towards something more reckless.

      

      “I have some questions first,” she replied, disliking the lewd tone of his voice.

      

      “Go on, though I can’t promise ye I’ll answer any. I’ve not said aught I didn’t want to, to yer fancy pals, so I don’t imagine ye’ll be any different.”

      

      Teresa kept her distance. “This family of yours, that Lord Luke promised to aid. Are they real?”

      

      A dark expression drifted across his features. “Aye, they’re real. Do ye think a fella like me would get himself involved in somethin’ like this if he didn’t have mouths te feed? I used te be a soldier, before I were shot and discharged. I couldn’t do no honest work, and I couldn’t pay me way, so the debtors came callin’. I heard of the Sphinx and went te him, and he offered te keep them debtors from me door if I worked for him.”

      

      “Have you met this Sphinx?”

      

      Stuart frowned. “No… no, I ain’t. ‘Tis a rare few what actually get te meet him. The rest speak with his henchman, and they pass the message on. Ye get a reply when he’s thought about yer predicament.”

      

      “So, you do not know who this person actually is?”

      

      “I don’t, Miss.”

      

      “Then why did you tell Lord Luke to find him?” Fear wracked her chest.

      

      “Because he’s the only one what decides folks’ fate. If His Lordship wants te get rid of us, he’s got te send word te the Sphinx. Like I say, he’ll think about the Rowfex’s problem and make his decision. If he don’t already know about it, that is. The Sphinx knows all.”

      

      Teresa narrowed her eyes at Stuart. “Would you be able to speak with this Sphinx on behalf of the Rowfex family? Lord Luke has already pledged to help your family. Surely, that is worth a good word from you?”

      

      “It don’t work like that, Miss. I don’t decide who the Sphinx targets.”

      

      “How does he make his choices?”

      

      Stuart shrugged. “It’s about wealth. He picks them what are vulnerable, bein’ out in the countryside like this. And he picks them what have the most to give, in order to get us to leave.”

      

      “Were you the one who attacked me on the road?” It had been bothering her since she had heard of this fellow’s capture, but she had not been courageous enough to broach the subject. Now, however, with him tied up, she felt emboldened.

      

      “I weren’t, Miss. I’ve got a daughter of yer age and a wife what I love. I don’t touch women like that, though I can’t say the same for the rest of me fellas. They’re ruthless—they take whatever they can get their paws on.”

      

      “Do you know who it was, who tried to brutalize me?”

      

      He smiled sadly. “Aye, I do.”

      

      “Who was it?”

      

      “It were the Sphinx himself, Miss.”

      

      Teresa frowned. “I thought you said you did not know who he was.”

      

      “I don’t. ‘Tis curious what a bit of fabric over yer mouth can conceal,” he replied. “I weren’t on duty when ye were hit, Miss, but I heard the tale afterward. It were a pal of mine who were with the Sphinx. He never saw the fella’s face, but he said the man just showed up and announced himself as the boss—said he’d come straight from Salford te see how his operation were going. Me mate were too afraid to ask questions, but it were that selfsame man who caused ye injury.”

      

      “And you really have no idea who this man may be?”

      

      Stuart tilted his head. “I did hear somethin’, once upon a time.”

      

      “What?” Teresa urged.

      

      “I heard he were some uppity fella who’d been cast out of society. He did some lady foul and were stripped of his lands and titles. I don’t know how much of that be true, but he only strikes against them with money. And he’s definitely got an eye fer the ladies. So, perhaps, there’s more truth te it than lies.”

      

      “And his age? Do you know it?”

      

      Stuart thought for a moment. “Thirty or so, I’d say. That were what me pal said.”

      

      “Did he reside in Salford or was he less local to this part of the country?”

      

      “No idea, Miss. Me guess would be, he’s a more local sort. Makes the most sense, since he runs his operations from there. Nobody would do that unless they knew the area.”

      

      Teresa nodded, hope flickering in her breast. Stuart might have said he was unwilling to reveal much, but he had revealed everything she needed in order to locate some potential suspects. There could not be too many gentlemen of high station who had been cast out from polite society in recent years, especially not those of the age that Stuart had said. It would take some research on her part, but at least she had another option—one that did not involve Luke getting himself into trouble.

      

      “Thank you, Mr. Bollands.” She gave an awkward curtsey.

      

      “I’ve got naught else te lose, if Lord Luke is goin’ te take care of me family,” he replied. “That’s the only thing what worries me.”

      

      She was about to leave, when he called her back.

      

      “Although, I should give ye a word of warning,” he said. “If it weren’t ye, I’d not bother, but ye have an air about ye what reminds me of me own lass. And ye don’t seem to be the same ilk as them gentlemen. Yer here te work, yer not one of ‘em. Which makes me want te see that no bother comes te ye.”

      

      “What warning?” She felt sick to her stomach, her mind racing.

      

      “He weren’t too happy that ye got away from him, Miss. The Sphinx, that is. Me pal says the Sphinx wanted te keep that necklace of yours, so he could give it back when he finishes what he started. He said as much. He wants te see ye buried in it. He ain’t a nice man, by all accounts. If ye can, I’d run if I were ye. Get as far from this place as possible, as soon as ye can. I say that as a father. If me own girl were in your sort of trouble, I’d send her to the ends of the earth.”

      

      Teresa’s blood froze as the words sank in. “Thank you,” was all she managed to say, as she hurried from the outbuilding. She did not even pause to speak with the guards as she rushed for the Manor, her lungs burning in her chest as she struggled to breathe.

      

      Rounding the corner, she stopped and sank down against the wall, pressing against the stone so she was out of the rain. There, she tried to regulate her breathing. Black spots danced in her field of vision, as a cold sweat slicked the gooseflesh of her skin. She did not want to believe what Stuart had said. He had likely spoken in order to frighten her. And yet, what if he truly had wanted to warn her? What if the Sphinx was out there, at this very moment, plotting his revenge on her?

      

      It took everything she had to hold onto the contents of her stomach as every terrible possibility played out in her mind. One thing was for certain—she had feared that her relationship with Luke might jeopardize her employment, not realizing that a far greater threat lurked on the horizon. A threat that would jeopardize her life if she stayed.
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        * * *

      

      Edmund was heading towards the stables, to see if he could garner any further information from their captive, when he noticed Miss Dowels crouched beside the wall, looking very ill indeed. Without hesitation, he rushed to her aid.

      

      “Miss Dowels? Are you well?” He sank to the ground beside her.

      

      She shook her head. “No… no, I do not think I am.”

      

      “What has happened?”

      

      She looked up, her glistening eyes taking him by surprise. “You will be cross with me if I tell the truth.”

      

      “Speak freely, Miss Dowels. You must.”

      

      She hesitated for a moment, before holding her head in her hands. “I feared for Lord Luke. He wanted to pursue this Sphinx of Salford, though I urged him not to. I did not want him to go there if he did not have to, in case he found himself in danger, so I… I just wanted to help. I visited with Mr. Bollands. He told me a great deal… and ended with a warning that has chilled me to the bone.”

      

      “Go on, Miss Dowels,” Edmund urged, resting his hand upon her shoulder. He usually kept his distance from young ladies, but he could not help but offer a touch in order to comfort her.

      

      “He advised me of who this Sphinx may be—apparently, he is of the peerage, but was cast out for his foul behavior towards a young lady. He may also be of thirty-or-so years. If we try and construct a list of potential suspects, I believe we may be able to apprehend this fellow, and take him by surprise,” she said, her voice gaining strength.

      

      Edmund nodded. “That is exceptionally wise, Miss Dowels, though I do wish you had not put yourself in such a perilous situation.” He paused. “And what did he warn you of?”

      

      “He said that the Sphinx wishes to make me suffer for evading him. He wants to kill me, after he has… I cannot say it, My Lord.” A tear rolled down her cheek, and Edmund fought with the urge to brush it away. “Mr. Bollands suggested that I run, as far from the Rowfex Estate as I can. And, I confess, I do not know what I should do. I do not want to die, My Lord. And I do not want to be dishonored in the most despicable way.”

      

      Edmund took her hand, prompting her to hold his gaze. “I swore that I would protect you, did I not?”

      

      “You did,” she replied shakily.

      

      “I meant that. You have no need to run, because I will ensure that nothing befalls you. My brother and I will see to it.” He gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “As for what you have discovered, I believe this may be the solution to our problems. If we can locate a gentleman fitting the description Mr. Bollands gave you, then we might be able to find this fellow and stop his reign of tyranny for good.”

      

      She blinked slowly. “Do you really think so?”

      

      “I do, Miss Dowels. We should find my brother immediately and begin our research without delay My mother has a book containing all of the peerage, so we may start there. She has a habit of making notations in that book, whenever there is a scandal. I believe it is so she does not match us to a family of ill-repute, but it may prove more useful in our cause.” He offered her a calming smile, eager to rid her of her sadness.

      

      She gave a nervous smile. “Yes… yes, I think that may distract me from Mr. Bollands’ warning.”

      

      “Please, Miss Dowels, do not fear for your safety. I will take care of it,” he promised, in earnest. Miss Dowels was a sweet creature, and the tortured expression on her face did not sit well with him. How Luke could have allowed her to undertake this endeavor was beyond him, when Luke was supposed to be looking out for her. He cannot even do that correctly.

      

      “I will try not to,” she replied dubiously. Keeping hold of her hand, he helped her to her feet. She was a little unsteady, prompting him to put her hand through the loop of his arm, if only to keep her standing. She was shivering with cold, her gown damp from the rain, her cloak soaked. Shuffling off his coat, he put it about her shoulders, to try and bring her some warmth. Together, they walked towards the house, keen to find Luke as soon as possible, so they could begin their task. A mission that could see their lands free of the highwaymen for good.

      

      However, as they made their way through the manor, calling for Luke, it became abundantly clear that he was nowhere to be found. They searched every room and asked every member of staff they encountered, but nobody had seen hide nor hair of Luke. That is, until they headed back out to the stables, to speak with the ostlers.

      

      “Where is he, Davis?” Edmund had lost all patience. Davis was the head of the stables—a stocky fellow with a barrel chest and thinning hair, his beady eyes too close together.

      

      “Who, My Lord?” Davis replied anxiously.

      

      “Lord Luke—where is he? We have searched the house, and nobody has seen him.” Edmund looked across the stables, noticing immediately that Moonstruck was missing. Teresa seemed to notice, too, her hand clamping over her mouth as she began to tremble at Edmund’s side.

      

      Davis glanced back at the empty stall. “He ordered that Moonstruck be readied a long while ago now. Yes, I’d say he left around eleven o’clock. Maybe sooner. I can’t quite remember.”

      

      “Did he say where he was going?” Edmund pressed.

      

      “He didn’t, My Lord.”

      

      “Did he say when he would return?”

      

      Davis shook his head. “He didn’t, My Lord.”

      

      “He has gone to Salford,” Teresa murmured. “Where else would he have gone? He has pursued the Sphinx of Salford; I know he has. Oh, you fool… you silly fool.”

      

      “I think you may be right, Miss Dowels.” Edmund swallowed the irritation that rose up his throat. How could Luke be so reckless? His brother had done many a stupid thing in his life, but this trumped them all. “I told him not to. We spoke about it, and I urged him to wait. I should have known he would not listen.”

      

      “What are we to do, My Lord?” Teresa peered up at him with frightened eyes.

      

      “What can we do?” he replied. “We must wait, and pray that he returns unscathed.”

      

      “And if he does not?” she whispered.

      

      “I do not know, Miss Dowels… I do not know.”
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      Unaware of the panic he was causing, Luke returned through the countryside at a leisurely pace, in no hurry to arrive home, not pushing his horse. Although he had switched his steeds several times over the journey to and from Salford, Moonstruck had traveled a great way that day and would take him on the last stretch back to the Manor. In truth, it was a vain attempt to clear his head of the Sphinx and the prospect of future repercussions before he had to explain himself to Teresa.

      

      Unable to delay any longer, Moonstruck trotted through the gates of the Rowfex Estate in the early hours of the morning. Luke went straight to the stables, to see that Moonstruck was safely put back in his stall, before he traipsed into the house and headed for his bedchamber. He paused for a moment outside Teresa’s room, but he did not knock. He could not face her, right now, with so many other thoughts in his mind.

      

      However, as he opened the door to his own bedchamber, he found a note on the floor. Someone had slipped it under his door in his absence. Stooping to pick it up, he read over the words, a mixture of sadness and regret coursing through him.

      

      My Lord Luke,

      

      I must speak with you urgently. Might I steal a word with you tomorrow morning, at your earliest convenience?

      

      Yours Faithfully,

      

      Miss Dowels.

      

      His heart leapt at the sight of her name at the bottom of the message, though it merged with bitterness towards the Sphinx. She must know by now. If she had come to his bedchamber and found him to be missing, she would have tried to find him. A word with the stable master, and she would have been able to put the pieces of the puzzle together.

      

      He was certain he would lose some of her trust, in that he had not listened to her pleas to avoid pursuing the wretch. The ensuing result, which plagued his mind like a dark, hunched monster in the back of his head, would only bring her opinion of him even lower. She would not even need to say so; he would be able to feel the terror and sadness coming off her, the moment he told her of his exchange with the Sphinx’s henchman.

      

      “Should I go to her now?” he wondered, checking the clock on the mantelpiece. At almost three in the morning, it was much too late for him to go and talk to her now. The worst possible scenarios flooded his thoughts. Does she wish to tell me she does not want to see me again? Is she going to tell me of her departure, because I would not listen? Perhaps she will spare me the pain of asking her to leave for her own safety, and have done with this catastrophic mess that I have entrenched myself in.

      

      After all, he had behaved idiotically. What other choice did that leave him, but to accept her departure from the Rowfex Estate?

      

      Being the son of the Duke of Rowfex, who held a position of high regard in the Regent’s court, he had wrongly assumed those close to him would be untouchable. Now, he was beginning to see the cracks in the armor of his family’s reputation. Their good name would not protect Teresa from the Sphinx. Nor could he change what he had done. Even if he could meet the Sphinx’s terms to remove the highwaymen, he would not be able to prevent the Sphinx from taking Teresa. Not if she stayed.

      

      “Forgive me,” he whispered, as he walked to the window. “Edmund, forgive me. Teresa, forgive me. Mother, Father, forgive me. I thought I could fix this myself, but I cannot see a way to repair what is done. I have thought long and hard, and still nothing comes to me. I should have listened. My goodness, I should have listened.”

      

      He knew he could have gone to his father with this, but he had wanted to take matters into his own hands. He supposed, in a way, he had wanted to prove that he was not as useless and blasé as his family thought him to be. To admit that he had acted rashly would only increase that perception of him, and he did not want to see his father’s disappointment or allow his father to fix his problems. No, he had started this, and he would finish it. Then, he would show his true worth.

      

      Perhaps I should be cold, to reduce Teresa’s pain in leaving us. Perhaps I should create a falsehood that sees her cast out. However, he knew he would not be able to do that, once he laid eyes upon her again. Instead, he would be more inclined to beg her forgiveness, then beg her to remain.

      

      “Once I have spoken with Teresa,” he said aloud, “I will do the decent thing, and I will find somewhere safe for her to escape to. And then, I will contend with whatever the Sphinx throws at me. I will not drag anyone else down with me. And if this man should catch up with me… then I will pay the price for what I have done.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The following morning, he found Teresa in the gardens. She was walking in a state of tangible anxiety, her face drawn, as if she had not slept well. Luke felt a twist of guilt, knowing he was likely responsible for her bout of insomnia.

      

      She looked to him with a degree of relief as he approached. “My Lord Luke, there you are,” she said softly. “I worried that you had not discovered my note. Indeed, you returned late last night, did you not?”

      

      He nodded. “I rode to Manchester and back.”

      

      “I heard you return, but I thought it too late to disturb you,” she confessed.

      

      “What did you wish to speak with me about?” he prompted. “Is something the matter?” He worried for her wellbeing, given the haunted expression that shadowed her features. It was as though she held a dark secret within her—one she did not wish to reveal. Ordinarily, he found her mystique intriguing, but this new facet to her character simply made him concerned.

      

      “You must not be angry with me,” she said quietly, dropping her gaze.

      

      “What reason would I have to be angry with you?” He was quite baffled by her.

      

      She looked up nervously. “I know you said that you would contend with the Sphinx’s threat yourself, but I felt helpless, leaving you to deal with it alone,” she began. “And you were so stubborn in your resolve that I knew I would never be able to get you to change your mind on the matter.”

      

      “What have you done?” Luke interjected, his eyes widening in horror.

      

      “I went to visit with Mr. Bollands last night, to see what I could discover about this Sphinx. He told me everything we could ever need to know, in order to prevent the Sphinx from causing us further suffering. I know you will be cross, that I took matters into my own hands, but I was worried for you. I did not want you to have to endure this alone, not when there was a way to fix the situation.”

      

      Luke stared at her in disbelief. “This is a cruel joke, yes? Tell me this is some sort of tomfoolery.”

      

      “It is not, My Lord. I did what was necessary.” She paused. “As you did.”

      

      “What do you mean?”

      

      “I know you went to Salford, Luke. Lord Harpinton and I looked for you, but you were nowhere to be found. We spoke with the stable master and he said you had departed earlier in the day—I knew there was only one place you could have gone, and I knew you would not be able to resist going there. You went because you care. You went because you want to rescue everyone, but, sometimes, it is easier to have help, if only to share the weight.”

      

      He shook his head. “But this is madness, Teresa. You put yourself in untold danger, going to visit with that scum. Bollands is a dangerous, unpredictable, awful man. There is a reason that he is incarcerated—and none of those reasons are good.” His heart clenched as he thought of the risk she had taken for him. Anything might have happened to her, alone with that cretin. He could not even bring himself to contemplate the terrible possibilities.

      

      “As did you—you put yourself in far worse danger,” she replied quietly. “I realize I should have spoken with you first, but you would only have tried to dissuade me. I had to go to him, whilst I still had the courage to do it. And it resulted in a great deal of information.”

      

      “You put yourself in harm’s way, Teresa,” he said, feeling the weight of his actions more keenly. Had he agreed with her request to refrain from pursuing the Sphinx, then she would not put herself on a dangerous path. She had done it for him, and that pained him deeply.

      

      She nodded. “For you, Luke… and your family.”

      

      “You should not have done so.”

      

      “I had no choice.” A small smile graced her lips, though fear prompted it to tremble. He could not understand why—why was she so scared?

      

      “What did you discover?” he asked, wondering if that held the secret to her hidden terror.

      

      She folded her hands behind her back and told him everything that the highwayman had revealed to her about the Sphinx. She visibly flinched as she mentioned the warning he had given her, whilst the repeated knowledge of it made Luke’s skin crawl. So… she already knows that she is a target.

      

      “And that is all, though it is considerable,” she said, coming to the end of what she had learned. It made him feel all the more foolish, for had he waited, he would never have had to encounter that disgusting little toad in Salford. And he would not have made matters worse by suggesting terms be made.

      

      Luke frowned. “Did Bollands ask you to pay a price for this information? If he did, you must allow me to remunerate you. This information is valuable indeed, but it was hazardously gained. If I could turn back the clock, I would have sought to stop you.”

      

      “As would I,” she replied, with a sad look. “As for the price I am to pay, that depends on the progress we make with apprehending the Sphinx. Lord Harpington has pledged to protect me, and I know you wish the same thing.”

      

      “My brother said that?” Luke was stunned by the revelation. That did not seem like Edmund at all. Indeed, Luke wondered what his brother’s intentions were, in promising such a thing. Was this his way of keeping close to Teresa, to make sure Luke did not behave in a way that might embarrass the family? It was the only conclusion he could come to, but at least it meant Teresa would be safer.

      

      “He found me after I had visited with Mr. Bollands. I confess, I was rather distressed.”

      

      “I am so sorry, Teresa. You must forgive me.”

      

      She smiled. “There is nothing to forgive. Although, I should like to know what you discovered in your endeavors?”

      

      He paled. “Much the same thing. However, it would appear that your actions were more successful than my own. I have been told to await correspondence from the Sphinx, but that is all.”

      

      “Was the same threat made against me?”

      

      Luke nodded. “It was. It seems the Sphinx knows more of our family than we think.” He paused. “In truth, until I saw you, I was going to urge you to run, as you were instructed.”

      

      “What stopped you?” A small smile played upon her lips.

      

      “Selfish reasons,” he replied. “I cannot be without you, Teresa. Wherever you go, I wish only to follow. I love you. I love you, and I cannot bear the thought of losing you, in any capacity.”

      

      She chuckled softly. “And I love you, which is why I cannot comprehend the idea of running from the Rowfex Estate. I will stay so that I may help you and bring this Sphinx to justice. He has hurt so many, myself included, and I will not rest until he is defeated.”

      

      “You are truly remarkable, Teresa,” he said.

      

      “How so?”

      

      “Your strength is formidable. Any other lady in your position would have taken the first carriage to security, and yet you insist upon remaining.” He took her hand and kissed it, wishing he could do more. “And, of course, I will do everything within my power to protect you, alongside my brother.”

      

      “I am grateful for that,” she murmured.

      

      He lowered his gaze. “You have not lost your faith in me?”

      

      “Why would I have done so?”

      

      “Because I did not listen to your excellent advice and may have incited the wrath of the Sphinx.”

      

      She chuckled. “That would make me something of a hypocrite, would it not?”

      

      “You did not take action out of pride,” he replied miserably. “You acted in the best interests of the family. I pursued the Sphinx because I wished to be the one to apprehend him, and it resulted in naught but a threat.”

      

      “You are too hard on yourself.” She held his hand tighter. “You wanted to protect your household. There is honor in that. And, no, I have not lost faith in you. I was scared for you, that is all.”

      

      “I will try not to act, in the future, without involving you in my thoughts, I promise you that,” he said. “And, together, we will destroy this Sphinx.”

      

      “Then let us begin,” she urged. “I believe Lord Harpington is awaiting us in the drawing room, so that we may start our list of suspects.”

      

      He kissed her hand again. “Lead the way, my love.”

      

      “Say that again.”

      

      “My love.” Making sure nobody was looking, he leaned in and kissed her desperately, his mouth moving in perfect unison with hers. He pulled her close, relishing the sensation of having her back in his arms, and knew, in that moment, that he would never be able to let her go. This was everything he had ever wanted, and he would fight the Sphinx to the death, if only he could keep her here, in his embrace.
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      Teresa settled beside Luke on the settee, ensuring she kept a proper distance between them. Now and again, her arm brushed against his, a flush rising to her cheeks. With her life at stake, her love for Luke no longer seemed like a vast problem, looming over her. Indeed, being the target of a known criminal had put many things into perspective.

      

      “This is the book I spoke of.” Edmund heaved a large tome out onto the table between them and began to flip through the pages. “Miss Dowels, if you could make notations of any potential suspects that I find.”

      

      She nodded. “Of course, My Lord.”

      

      Opening the inkwell and taking up a sharp quill, she smoothed out a sheet of crisp paper and waited for the candidates to emerge. Luke had been uncharacteristically quiet, though she understood why. The poor gentleman was evidently warring with some guilt over his failed mission the previous day. Both Teresa and Lord Harpington had tried to warn him against pursuing it, but he had done so regardless.

      

      She let her arm brush against his once more, casting him a shy glance whilst Lord Harpington was busy reading. He jolted unexpectedly, settling back down as he saw her arm resting against his. A smile spread across his lips, making her think of their bodies entwined in a private embrace, and those lips kissing her with such fervency.

      

      “This may be one.” Lord Harpington’s voice brought her focus back to the task at hand. “Lord Isaac Flaxton, of Egremont House. Eldest son of John Flaxton, the Earl of Egremont. Judging by his date of birth, he would be in two-and-thirty years of age. According to my mother’s notations, he was spurned by his family after an unfortunate engagement with a dairy maid.”

      

      “Did he wed the dairy maid?” Luke asked, a curious look in his eyes. Teresa understood immediately—if an earl’s eldest son could wed a dairy maid, then surely there could be no dispute with the second son of a duke wedding a governess. It made her smile despite herself. See, he does not mean to break my heart, Lord Harpington. She had not forgotten Lord Harpington’s words, though Luke had done a great deal to dispel her concerns.

      

      Lord Harpington paused as he read the page. “Yes… yes, I believe he did.”

      

      “Then he cannot be our Sphinx,” Teresa replied. “We are likely looking for a gentleman who is unwed, given the nature of his dismissal from society. Nobody would allow their daughter to marry him, if his reputation were in tatters.”

      

      “I think you may be right,” Lord Harpington agreed. He flipped through a few more pages, settling on another name. “Lord Edward Elmleigh, eldest son of the Viscount of Garforth. He is four-and-thirty years, and appears to have been dismissed from society after a scandal with the daughter of the Earl of Firswood.”

      

      “What sort of scandal?” Luke chimed in.

      

      “He was engaged to another and indulged in an affair with the Earl’s daughter.” Lord Harpington tapped his chin thoughtfully.

      

      “That may not be dire enough for the gentleman we seek,” Teresa said. She felt, in the very heart of her, that the individual they were looking for would stand out as the devil he was. His actions would be so despicable that they would know, instantly, that he was the gentleman they were after.

      

      An hour ticked by, and still they had not settled on any suitable ne’er-do-wells. There were affairs and scandals and illegitimate children aplenty, but none that appeared wretched enough to be the Sphinx. Teresa could tell that the brothers were starting to grow weary of this endeavor, their expressions listless. Luke had taken over the reading of the book, whilst Lord Harpington lounged against the back of the opposite settee.

      

      Just then, the Duchess entered the room, taking everyone by surprise. “Where on earth have you all been? I have been searching all over for you.” She glanced at Teresa. “Should you not be with the children? That is why you are in our employ, is it not?”

      

      “Mrs. Dolan is taking care of them,” Luke cut in. “We require Miss Dowels’ assistance with something of grave importance, otherwise we would never have distracted her from her duties.”

      

      The Duchess narrowed her eyes. “What could be more important than her duties?”

      

      Taking a breath, Luke quickly gave her vague details of what had occurred over the past day, whilst Teresa dropped her chin to her chest and tried to avoid the Duchess’ harsh glare. In all her haste to progress with this mission, she had almost forgotten her main purpose for being here at the Rowfex Estate, even if arrangements had been made for the children.

      

      The Duchess gasped in abject horror. “That is terrible news!”

      

      “So, you may now understand why Miss Dowels is aiding us,” Luke said. “Her life is at risk, and we are endeavoring to do all we can to make sure nothing befalls her or our household.”

      

      “I am sorry for this, Miss Dowels. I assure you, I did not know, or I would not have been so callous towards you.” She paused. “Tell me, does your father know of this?”

      

      Lord Harpington nodded. “I told him of it this morning, before he left with Lord Howick to join the militia in a local undertaking.”

      

      “And he still departed?” The Duchess sounded horrified.

      

      “He had to, Mother, as it is his duty,” Lord Harpington said. “We have this problem in hand. Besides, he wants us to prove that we are able to run the dukedom without him, and now we have this opportunity, to do just that.”

      

      The Duchess shook her head. “This is terrible, indeed. Should you not enlist the aid of the local constables?”

      

      “We will do so, in due course, but we must find the culprit first,” Lord Harpington replied.

      

      “Actually, Your Grace, perhaps you may be able to assist us.” An idea leapt into Teresa’s mind. “You know much about the peerage, do you not?”

      

      She frowned. “I do, Miss Dowels.”

      

      “Might you remember any atrocious scandals in recent years, involving the son of a lord of some kind? He would be thirty-or-so years, at present, so he may have been slightly younger when it occurred.” Teresa waited with bated breath, both Luke and Lord Harpington leaning closer as the Duchess began to think.

      

      A moment later, her eyes widened. “Why, yes, now that you mention it. There was a foul ordeal about three years ago, involving poor Lady Broxbourne, the daughter of the Marquess of Holden. She was married to another—the Earl of Broxbourne—and a despicable wretch had her kidnapped. He besmirched her, though there was fortunately no child, and she was rescued much too late for anything to be done. She died perhaps two years ago, by her own hand. I do not believe she could live with the shame, the poor creature.”

      

      Teresa smiled. This must be him. “Can you remember the gentleman’s name? The one who kidnapped Lady Broxbourne?”

      

      “As though it were yesterday, Miss Dowels. His name was Lord Gabriel Fontaine, the eldest son of the Baron of Lidderdale.”

      

      “Lidderdale?” Luke gasped.

      

      “Yes, Darling. Lidderdale,” The Duchess replied.

      

      “But Lidderdale Castle is barely twenty miles from here.” Luke turned to Teresa, her stomach plummeting like a stone.

      

      The Duchess frowned. “Is it? I had quite forgotten. Anyway, Lord Fontaine was duly dismissed from his household, and has not been seen in polite society since. The last I heard of him, he had joined the military and had ventured to Spain. Good riddance, I should say. May a cannon do what Lady Broxbourne’s father could not.”

      

      “Mother!” Lord Harpington exclaimed.

      

      “What? I am only speaking the truth. Such a heinous crime deserves a capital punishment, as far as I am concerned,” she replied with a shrug. Suddenly, her eyes fell upon the book that was spread out across the table. “Where did you get that?”

      

      “I took it from Father’s study,” Lord Harpington explained.

      

      “Well, you should not have done, not without asking my permission first.” She looked suddenly nervous, as though there were something in those pages that she did not want anyone to see. Indeed, a second later, she lunged forwards and swiped the book from the table, slamming it closed. A puff of dust rose up, making her wrinkle her nose.

      

      “It is just a book, Mother.” Luke gave an anxious chuckle.

      

      “And it is my book, Luke. You should not have taken it. It is not yours to do with as you please.” She hugged the book tighter to her chest, her behavior only increasing Teresa’s curiosity. What could be written in those pages that she wished to keep to herself? A terrible family history, perhaps? A buried secret from her lineage, or that of her marital family? Whatever it was, Teresa sensed none of them would ever see that book again.

      

      But at least we have what we need. This Lord Fontaine sounded like precisely the individual they were looking for, regardless of the Duchess’ musings that he had joined the military. Surely, that would be the perfect masquerade for someone who wanted to disappear? It would certainly give Lord Fontaine the excuse he needed to stay hidden. If people thought he was out of the country, he would have no trouble running covert operations from a dingy hovel in Salford.
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        * * *

      

      Louisa clamped the book to her chest as she hurried from the drawing room, her breathing ragged. She barely made it up the stairs before she had to pause, her knees trembling. For as long as she had been in this house, she had ensured that this book remained under lock and key, so how had her sons happened upon it? She did not know, and it terrified her.

      

      How much did they read? She swallowed the lump in her throat, trying to force her panic down. They had not shown any change upon their faces and had looked at her as they had always done. So, perhaps, they had not read too far into the book. The thought brought her some relief, though she realized she had likely piqued their curiosity by behaving in so strange a manner.

      

      Slowly, she opened the book and turned to the page that had been thumbed more times than she cared to admit. With tears in her eyes, she looked over the words, each one reopening a long-closed scar in her mind. Unable to bear it, she slammed the book shut again and wrapped her arms around the leather bindings, pulling it close to her heart.

      

      It does not matter now. She would not allow them to find this book again. They would never get to see what lay within its yellowed pages. No, those ghosts had been buried much too deep to be resurrected now.  And, truly, she planned to take those secrets to her grave.
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      “That was peculiar, was it not?” Luke glanced between his brother and Teresa.

      

      Edmund nodded. “Very peculiar indeed. I have never seen her act in such a way.”

      

      “What inspired such fear?” Teresa said.

      

      “That is the most peculiar part,” Luke replied. “I cannot think of anything that could make her behave like that. It was as though the book took on a life of its own, compelling her to snatch it away from us.”

      

      “But why?” Teresa pressed.

      

      “That is not for us to know, I suspect,” Edmund said. “And we do not have the time to deliberate over it. We must pursue this Lord Fontaine as quickly as we are able. You insisted that the Sphinx respond to you by Monday, correct?” He looked to Luke, who nodded.

      

      “Yes, that is correct.”

      

      “Then we have but three days to remedy this,” Edmund muttered. “I do not imagine that the Sphinx is a patient gentleman, and if you do not respond immediately, you may rest assured that he will come for us and claim whatever he believes to be his due. So, we must work swiftly.”

      

      “What do you suggest?” Luke had ideas of his own, but his feelings towards Edmund had softened somewhat. He wanted to let Edmund take the lead. After all, Edmund was always eager to prove himself to their father, and Luke reasoned this might be the perfect opportunity for his brother to display his prowess.

      

      “We should ride to Lidderdale Castle immediately,” Edmund replied. “If anyone knows where Lord Fontaine may be, it will be his family. Even if they dismissed him, he is still their kin. They may be reluctant to aid us, but we must not leave without some sort of answer as to his whereabouts.”

      

      Luke nodded. “An excellent plan.”

      

      “I will be joining you,” Teresa interjected. Luke opened his mouth to protest, but she stopped him. “If I remain here, whilst the two of you are absent, that will leave me open to danger. It would be safer for me if I were to stay at your sides. Mrs. Dolan can take temporary care of the children, and I am sure the Duchess will not have any qualms, given the predicament I am in.”

      

      “I would not be so sure of that,” Edmund murmured. “Then again, you make an excellent point. We have sworn to protect you, and if we abandon you here, then you will be open to any furtive attacks.”

      

      Luke gaped at his brother. “You cannot be serious?”

      

      “What choice do we have?”

      

      “And you think she will be safer out on the road?” Luke shot back.

      

      “She is still in the room.” Teresa held his gaze, a defiance glinting in her eyes. It left him in a rather tricky situation, for though he did not want to leave her behind, he did not like the idea of taking her with them. True, she was brave and bold and fearless, but that did not mean she would be safe, out in the open.

      

      Edmund smiled. “Actually, I do. The Sphinx will not be expecting us to pursue this path, and he certainly will not be expecting us to take Miss Dowels away from the house. No, he will expect us to barricade her in, so he cannot reach her.”

      

      “In the military, a moving target is always the hardest to hit,” Teresa said. “My father always told me that.”

      

      “Your father was a military gentleman,” Edmund reminded himself.

      

      She nodded. “He was.”

      

      “Did he see warfare in his time?” Luke was not sure he liked the admiration with which Edmund was gazing at Teresa. He certainly did not need a rival for his affections. Is this why he strove to drive me away from Teresa, so he might woo her himself? That seemed unlikely, but not impossible. After all, he had much less choice in whom he married.

      

      “He did, My Lord,” Teresa replied.

      

      “Did he return to your family afterwards? I know you said that your mother and father were no longer living, but you did not say what had befallen them.” Edmund’s tone was soft, irking Luke all the more.

      

      Teresa smiled sadly. “He did. It was not soldiers who killed him, in the end.”

      

      “Do you mind me asking what did?” Edmund continued.

      

      She will not tell you. Though he had pried somewhat, Teresa had never told Luke the story of her parents, and he was fairly certain she would not reveal her secrets to Edmund.

      

      “My father had recently returned from Spain. He was exhausted and unwell, but he refused to take to his bed. Instead, he spent those first days by the fire in the parlor, in the armchair. We used to teach many of the village children there, as we had many books, so they would come to our house whenever they were able.”

      

      Teresa explained, “Papa was in a great deal of pain, though he tried not to show it. He would not eat. Finally, he admitted that he was sick, after a fever began, and took to his bed. Mama and I devoted all of our time to his care. A week later, the fever died, but it was replaced by red spots across his mouth, upon his tongue, and down his throat.”

      

      Luke and Edmund exchanged an alarmed glance.

      

      “Two days’ later, the lesions in his mouth festered, and began to spread all over his face. In two more days, his body was covered with them. The pustules covered his hands, even the palms; his legs and feet, even the soles, like hundreds of red beads.” Teresa paused for a moment. “Soon after, Mama became ill. Once she succumbed to the high fever, she was never herself again.”  

      

      Looking up at the men, she implored them, “You must understand, both my parents were relatively young, both five-and-thirty. They did not look old. Mama and I were often mistaken for sisters rather than mother and daughter. Having Papa home finally, was what we had prayed for. That first day, we were so happy. Then, when they were both ill, I spent hours praying for them to get better, to be who they were a fortnight earlier. We had made so many plans. So many things to do together, once Papa returned home.”

      

      Teresa was silently crying now, the tears running down her cheeks. “There were so many things Mama still wanted to do. Places she wanted to go and see. Books she wanted to read. She had wanted a real couch, not a bench, and a rug to cover the cold floor, for so long. We had talked about it so many times—when I realized she would never get that couch or rug, I started crying and could not stop. I wept for days. It was so unfair! Why did it happen to Mama? She could not die! I would not let her! There was too much she still wanted to do!”

      

      “By the time she was covered in pustules, her breathing was tortured. I would watch her breathe in, then out. Then wait for the next breath. Each was a hard-fought battle. I was devastated by what the disease did to them. I kept hoping, and praying, for a full recovery but more and more came to realize they would never return to the happy, beautiful man and woman I had known my whole life.”

      

      Teresa continued, “I would sit with them for hours, providing what comfort I could, which was never enough. I nursed them round the clock, sleeping in snatches when I passed out from exhaustion. Cleaning them, giving them spoonfuls of water, doing anything I could to ease their suffering, constantly praying for them. My whole world was reduced to that one room.”

      

      Luke and Edmund listened, still as statues. Teresa said, “Finally, they were no longer people, the ones I had known all my life, with normal wants and desires and lives to live. They were reduced to the essence of their spirits. I reached out to those spirits and tried to support them. I prayed, I cried, I talked to them. I knew it was coming but I still was not prepared when they both died. It was on a Sunday. They were both dead when I opened my eyes with the dawning of the day, after dozing for a few hours during the darkest hours of the night.”

      

      Luke gazed at her, his heart aching. You poor, poor creature.

      

      “I could not gather myself. I did not know what to do. I was in a daze. Nothing seemed real. I went to get the vicar, which was the first time I had left our cottage in over three weeks. That was when I found out that the smallpox epidemic had hit the entire village and all the farms around it. Almost everyone blamed my Father for bringing it to the village, and they may have been correct. But with the number of people that were struck with it, and the speed at which it happened, some thought that it may have come to the village on market day, brought by merchants from the south. Half the village folk said the disease arose from a miasma, while the rest called it Divine intervention.”

      

      She choked on a sob. “There had even been a fair that first week, that just about everyone attended. It took almost two weeks before they shut down the weekly market, and the shops, the school, and village hall, even church services were suspended. Once that happened, many could not work, adding stress to an already terrible situation. There had not been an outbreak of smallpox in our area for years, but this was a strong, hard affliction—a killer, by any other name. No one had seen anything like it.”

      

      “Half of all the children in the village and nearby farms died. Almost all had fallen sick and many of those that lived were doomed to have recurrent horrors for the rest of their lives. Some went blind in one or both eyes, all had terrible scars, many of them ended up with deformed hands, the joints so swollen that they would never be able to do ordinary tasks.”

      

      Teresa paused. Luke knew she was living those horrors again, in her mind. “What hurt the most, though it may be selfish to admit, was seeing my Mama, who was so beautiful, so smart, and so joyful, who I thought would always be with me, get so sick—to see her suffer so much. I found myself praying to God to release her from the pain, to let her leave her earthly encumbrance and join Him in Heaven. How did I ever get to that point—where I prayed for her to die?” Teresa turned to Luke, horror-filled eyes proof of her inner turmoil. Her voice caught in her throat, her shoulders sagging.

      

      Luke stared at her in shock. He had never heard this story before. Why was she revealing it now, with Edmund in the room? It confused him, though he did not say so out loud. Instead, he listened to the rest of her tale. Perhaps, it had nothing to do with Edmund. Perhaps, she had simply found her moment to admit the truth of her past.

      

      “I was no longer welcome in the village after that,” she continued. “It was partially the reason I took this employment, as I had nowhere else to go. If I had remained, I would have been chased out of the village.”

      

      “Is that why you would not tell me what had happened to you?” Luke reached for her hand, even though Edmund was watching. He took it in his own and held it tight.

      

      She nodded. “I was so deeply ashamed, even though I was innocent of any wrongdoing. In truth, I was worried you would think less of me, or that you would be frightened by me, if you were to discover what truly occurred.”

      

      “Why would you think that?” Edmund interjected. “If anything, it would only have made us admire you more.”

      

      Luke shot him a dark look. “That is precisely what I was about to say.”

      

      She shrugged, oblivious to their silent conflict. “My village frowned upon my part in the whole event and treated me like I was somehow responsible for all of those children dying because some came to our house for lessons, and because I lived through the epidemic and they didn’t. I feared this household would be the same. Besides, after I lost what mattered most to me, I realized I no longer wanted anything for myself. I would dedicate my life to serving others in need. That is a somewhat intense philosophy, and were I to mention it, you would have wondered if I were telling the truth.”

      

      Luke looked at her in awe, with a dawning realization that she could help him be a better person. He did not simply want her—he needed her.

      

      “I am so very sorry, Miss Dowels,” he said.

      

      She nodded. “As am I. But, at least now you may understand why I am so invested in this. I could not save them, but perhaps I can save those that the Sphinx intends to harm.”

      

      To begin on that journey of betterment, he was determined to keep her out of harm’s way. “I admire your courage, but you cannot join us on this journey, Miss Dowels. However, we will bring that wretch back, so you may have your justice. You are his victim, too.” He knew it was not quite what she wanted to hear, but he could not allow her to put herself at risk. “You will see the Sphinx punished, I promise you.”

      

      Edmund nodded. “As do I.”

      

      “Thank you… I suppose I must be satisfied with that.” Teresa fixed her gaze on Luke’s, making his heart leap into his throat. She did not turn to look at Edmund—a nuanced motion that let Luke know that her affections were solely for him. He longed to kiss her, but he knew that might be a step too far with Edmund observing.

      

      “So, shall we depart now?” Edmund said.

      

      Luke shook his head. “We shall depart presently. However, I should like a moment alone with Miss Dowels, if you would be so kind? There is something I must say to her, regarding her family.”

      

      “Whatever you have to say, you may say in front of me,” Edmund insisted.

      

      Luke cast him another warning glance. “I simply need a moment.”

      

      Edmund sighed in exasperation. “Very well, I will leave you to your private discussion, though I do not care for it. I will ensure the horses are readied. I expect you to meet me at the stables in ten minutes, Luke, do you understand?”

      

      Luke smiled. “I will meet you there.”

      

      Clearly annoyed, Edmund rose from the settee and crossed the room, disappearing from sight. Luke waited a moment longer, listening for the sound of Edmund’s footsteps retreating towards the stables. Once he was certain that Edmund was truly gone, he leapt up and ran for the drawing room door, turning the key in the lock. He hurried back across the room to the far window, closing the drapes so nobody could look in from the gardens.

      

      “Now, we may have some privacy,” he said, turning back to Teresa.

      

      She smiled up at him. “And what, pray tell, do you plan to do with ten precious minutes?”
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        * * *

      

      Teresa squealed with delight as Luke sprinted over to her, his arm gripping her about the waist as he pressed her down onto the settee. She smiled up at him, her heart pounding with desire, as he leaned in and kissed her passionately, his mouth coaxing hers open. As his tongue moved against hers, her hips moved in the same rhythm, eager to feel that exquisite friction from Luke’s body.

      

      “I love you, Teresa,” he murmured against her neck, as he raked kisses across her bare skin. “I wish we had longer.”

      

      “As do I,” she breathed, drinking him in. “I love you, so very much.”

      

      “I will never let any harm come to you. I swear to you, here and now, that I will protect you in any way that I must, to keep you safe.”

      

      She tried to quell the nerves that bristled through her. “I pray you do not have to.”

      

      “And once we have destroyed this Sphinx, I will ask for your hand in marriage.” He kissed her fiercely.

      

      She pressed her hands against his chest, pulling away slightly. “What did you say?”

      

      “I will ask for your hand in marriage, as soon as we have the Sphinx in custody.” He smiled down at her, pushing a strand of hair behind her ear.

      

      “Do not toy with me, Luke.”

      

      “I am not. I promise you, as soon as this is over, I will see to it that you and I may be wed. Even if we must elope, I want no other wife but you. I love you.”

      

      Her heart felt as though it might burst. “You mean it?”

      

      “I would not say so if I did not.”

      

      She grasped his face in her hands and pulled him down, kissing him with every morsel of her being. After what happened in her village, it had given her cause to believe herself unlovable, and unworthy of such a gift. And yet, here was Luke, loving her, and promising marriage. It was everything she had ever dared to hope for, if not more.

      

      Perhaps, losing her mother and father had been her penance. She kissed Luke more deeply, savoring every moment. They were about to enter unknown territory, and there were no assurances that they would emerge from the encounter unscathed. And she was determined to make the most of the definite time they had left.
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      “Where is he?” Edmund muttered to himself, as he waited with the horses in the yard beside the stables. His leg ached terribly, making him irritable. Trying to distract himself, his eyes glanced towards the outbuilding, where Stuart Bollands remained in captivity. I will deal with you upon our return.

      

      He was about to stride back inside the house to collect Luke in a dark cloud of frustration, when his brother rounded the corner of the house and approached. He did not know what had delayed Luke, nor did he care to ask. It would only have embarrassed Miss Dowels, and though he never evaded an opportunity to mortify Luke, he could not do the same to her.

      

      “Apologies, Brother,” Luke said. “Shall we depart?”

      

      Edmund scowled. “Yes, I suggest we do.” Part of him was disappointed that they were leaving Miss Dowels behind, for he would have liked to see her ride. Then again, he knew it was for the best. It would not do to put a lady in harm’s way.

      

      Indeed, he did not know where this sudden affection for Miss Dowels had come from, though he suspected it had something to do with seeing her cry. There was something about her vulnerability that made him want to be near her, if only to stop her tears once more. Alas, he knew it was foolish to grow attached to Miss Dowels. Even if she had not been so close to Luke, she would have been an inappropriate match for him.

      

      Mother has likely already selected a suitable young lady that she wishes me to wed. And he knew he would have to do his duty, when the time came, as all young gentleman of high birth had to. Especially those in his position, as the eldest son. In truth, he had never endeavored to seek love for himself, but seeing the way Teresa looked upon Luke, he was beginning to wonder if he was missing out on something vital.

      

      Turning his attention back to the task, he mounted Palaimon and settled himself in the saddle. Taking up the reins, he dug in his heels and set off down the driveway, with Luke following after him.

      

      Focusing on the road ahead, they left the Rowfex Estate behind. However, his mind lingered awhile on his mother’s strange behavior with the book. They had left a note for her, to avoid any unpleasantness regarding their departure. Still, he could not shake his thoughts of her. She had acted very strangely indeed. And, deep down, he knew the reason for her discomfort, for he had seen more of the book than he had admitted. But that was her secret to tell, not his, and he would not pry into it without due cause. It was not his place.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Some hours later, having travelled along the country roads without issue, Lidderdale Castle came into view. Luke and Edmund had visited this residence many years ago, when they had both been boys, and the memory of the striking building had not faded with time. However, he could not recall Lord Fontaine at all.

      

      Getting closer, the imposing structure loomed large on the near horizon. Stone walls surrounded the grounds, with grim-faced gargoyles staring out at any approaching individuals. Behind it, the quartet towers of the castle rose up like gray sentinels, iron spires reaching right up to the sky. Darkened windows peered out like hollowed eyes, their sockets gaping.

      

      Luke remembered having nightmares about this castle. Even now, he could close his eyes and imagine the medieval clash of swords and the cries of wounded soldiers as they fought for the territory. But he still could not recall any of the family, no matter how hard he tried. Evidently, they had not burned themselves into his memory in the way this building had.

      

      “Do you recall this place?” Luke glanced at his brother.

      

      Edmund nodded. “I do indeed. Eerie, is it not?”

      

      “I was thinking the very same thing,” Luke said, staring up at the unnerving architecture. It did not exactly give off an air of welcome. Then again, Luke supposed it would not, considering everything that had gone on with these walls. It would forever be haunted by the actions of that errant son—the very one they were looking for. “At least the gates are open.” Luke gestured to the iron monstrosities.

      

      “Small mercies,” Edmund muttered.

      

      Ignoring his brother, who had descended into a foul mood ever since they departed the Rowfex Estate, Luke pressed on through the gates. The driveway was lengthy, leading across an ancient drawbridge that did not look as if it had been raised in decades. Moonstruck’s hooves thudded against the creaking planks, making Luke fear that they might fall straight through to the empty moat beneath.

      

      Upon reaching the formidable door, Luke dismounted and knocked loudly. A few minutes later, it opened, with a sour-faced older gentleman peering out.

      

      “Might I assist you, Sir?” he asked.

      

      Luke nodded. “We were hoping to speak with the Baron of Lidderdale, if he is at home?” How a baron had ever come into the inheritance of a property like this, he did not know. It was far grander than many of the fine houses in the local area, though not quite as pleasant to behold.

      

      “On what matter?” the butler replied. “Are you expected?”

      

      “Not quite.” Luke drew in a steady breath. “We are here on the matter of Lord Fontaine.”

      

      The butler paled. “You should go.”

      

      “We must speak with the Baron, Sir,” Luke urged. “It is an urgent matter.”

      

      “No, you must leave. The baron does not speak of his son. I have been instructed to turn anyone away who asks after him.”

      

      “Please, this really is of the utmost urgency.” Luke tried to put his foot across the threshold, but the butler had already slammed the door in his face. He knocked again, but there was no answer. In that moment, he realized that they would not gain entry into Lidderdale Castle, regardless of how loudly he protested.

      

      Suddenly, Edmund shouted. “There! A man is escaping through the woods!”

      

      Luke’s head whipped around. “What?”

      

      “There!” He jabbed his finger at the ring of forestry that surrounded the property. “I saw a man running for the trees. It has to be Lord Fontaine.”

      

      Sure enough, Luke glanced at the woodland in time to see a shadow disappear into the tree line, disappearing from sight. Without hesitation, he leapt back into the saddle on his horse and turned Moonstruck around, spurring him on towards the woods.

      

      “Go back to Rowfex!” Luke bellowed at his brother. “I can handle him alone. Tell the others we are in pursuit. Gather the guards if you can, though they are on duty. And send for the constables. We will bring this wretch home. We will see that he is punished.”

      

      “No, I will not run from this!” Edmund shouted back, as he joined Luke in hot pursuit. “We will see him captured first, and then we will go back to Rowfex together and tell everyone what has happened here. Let us bring the Sphinx home!”

      

      Luke thought of Teresa, as he turned Moonstruck in the direction of the fugitive. I will apprehend him for you, my love. He will not harm another soul.

      

      With adrenaline pumping through his veins, he spurred Moonstruck on, tearing through the tree line. Peering into the shadows beyond, he heard a branch crack underfoot, a short way ahead. You cannot hide from me. Leaving Edmund behind, he pressed on, crashing through the undergrowth with a furious determination. He had been tricked by a highwayman before, but he would not make that mistake again.

      

      He kept going, keeping the sound of the running fugitive clear in his mind, using it to guide him through the dense foliage that leered down on either side of him. Pummeling along the faint track that meandered through the underbrush, he raced harder and faster until, at last, he bore down on the fleeing figure, whose cloak billowed behind him.

      

      Emerging into the open expanse of a fortunate glade, he seized his moment, leaping from the saddle and lunging directly onto the fugitive’s back. The two men went down with a hefty thud, hitting the ground hard. The air rushed out of Luke’s lungs as he slammed the figure down into the dirt, winded by the impact.

      

      “Do not try to struggle,” Luke warned. “You cannot escape us now.”

      

      “Luke?” Edmund’s voice echoed through the trees.

      

      “I am here!” he yelled back, yanking the fugitive’s arms up behind his back. The cloak hood flopped over his face, hiding his features. Determined to look into the eyes of the man who had caused Teresa harm, and stolen her necklace, he used his strong hands to turn the fellow over, pushing him hard until he lay still. The cloak still masked the top half of his face, while the lower half was covered with a strip of fabric. A mask will not save you now.

      

      With a triumphant tear, he flipped back the fellow’s hood and wrenched the fabric from across his mouth. He froze as he stared down at the figure before him, hardly able to believe his eyes. The man began to cackle, his body shaking with hysterics as the awful sound rippled from the back of his throat.

      

      “Stuart Bollands?” Luke gasped.

      

      “Surprise!” He howled with cruel laughter. “I told ye not te capture me, M’Lord. I told ye, ye’d come te regret it.”

      

      The sound of another branch cracking made Luke’s head snap up. From the shadows of the trees that surrounded the glade, figures were emerging. All of them were cloaked, half of their faces shrouded with fabric. Their cold eyes glinted at him as they walked out of the darkness, moving closer to where Luke knelt.

      

      “Edmund!” Luke roared. “Edmund, run! It is a trap! Edmund, it is a trap!”

      

      “The Sphinx knows all.” Stuart grinned malevolently.

      

      Luke jumped to his feet and tried to get back into the saddle of Moonstruck, but the highwaymen were too fast. He had barely gripped the pommel before he felt hands upon him, dragging him back down to the ground. Fists pummeled at his face and boots pounded into his ribs, stealing the voice from his throat as he tried to call out to his brother. If Edmund entered the glade, he would be done for.

      

      No sooner had he thought it than Palaimon appeared at the edge of the tree line, rearing up in fright as the beast witnessed the chaos beyond. Luke watched as Edmund toppled from the saddle, landing with a thump on the ground. He tried to see what happened next, but the highwaymen obscured his view, until all he could see were fists and furious faces bearing down on him.

      

      “Edmund,” he whispered, as darkness began to slide across his eyes. Pain splintered through his broken body, and he could taste the metallic tang of blood in his mouth. At least Teresa did not come… at least we did not bring her into this. It was his last thought as oblivion took him, consciousness abandoning him to the mercy of the highwaymen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

    

    
      Teresa paced the bottom step at the front of Rowfex Manor, keeping her gaze fixed on the gates. Luke and Lord Harpington had not returned, and too much time had passed without a whisper of them. In her panic, she had gathered the guard and urged them to ride to Lidderdale Castle immediately. She had also called upon the constables, who were ready and waiting to take the Sphinx into custody as soon as he arrived. Meanwhile, the Duchess had been informed of what had happened, and had taken to pacing the drawing room instead.

      

      Where are you? The sun was almost at the point of setting, and she knew they should have returned by now. She tried to calm her growing fears as she walked, certain that the two brothers could have had no trouble wrangling a lone gentleman. Unless he was not alone when they found him? There was a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach that she could not get rid of.

      

      “I’m sure there’s nothing to worry over,” one of the constables, a man named Mr. Jeffers, assured her.

      

      She smiled nervously. “Thank you, Mr. Jeffers. I am simply anxious to see them return. They have been gone for such a long time.”

      

      “They’ll come home soon,” he replied. “These things always seem more concerning than they actually are.”

      

      Just then, Teresa heard the telltale sound of hooves approaching the gates. She strained her eyes for a better view, but the evening’s gloom retained the mystery a while longer, until Teresa thought she might explode with anxiety. Please let Luke be well… please. A moment later, horses began to spill onto the driveway, moving slowly towards the house.

      

      Teresa did not have to hear a word to understand that the news was bad. An air of disappointment and despair had settled over the group like a cruel blanket, their heads bowed. She scoured the congregation for her love, desperate to see his face and have herself cheered by his presence… but there was no sign of him.

      

      Lord Harpington rode in the middle of the group, being propped up by the guard to his side. Teresa sank to her knees as she saw the blood pooling across his shirt, his face streaked with crimson, a gash running down his face from temple to jaw. Where is Luke? Where is he? She tried to force herself back onto her feet, but her knees kept giving way. For she already knew the answer.

      

      “Where is Lord Luke?” Teresa begged as the horses drew alongside her. Lord Harpington raised his weary head, revealing the tears that streamed down his face. She covered her face with her hands, shaking her head violently. “Where is Lord Luke?” she repeated, over and over, praying that someone would answer her.

      

      “I am sorry, Miss Dowels,” Lord Harpington said quietly. With some help, he managed to clamber down from the saddle of Palaimon. Even the poor horse was streaked with blood.

      

      “Where is he, My Lord?” Teresa looked up at him with desperate eyes.

      

      “I am sorry,” was all he could say in reply.

      

      “What happened?” Mr. Jeffers stepped in, saying what Teresa could not.

      

      “We were attacked,” Lord Harpington wheezed. “We were in pursuit of a foul criminal by the name of The Sphinx. He had prepared a trap for us. I do not know how he managed it, but he knew we were coming.”

      

      “Where is Lord Luke?” Teresa howled.

      

      Lord Harpington sank down beside her on the step. “I am sorry, Miss Dowels. He… he was taken. I tried to find him, but it was too late. When the guard arrived, we did everything we could, and scoured every possible location, but he had vanished. And the highwaymen along with him.”

      

      She shook her head. “No… no… you must be mistaken. You must not have searched hard enough. He must be out there somewhere.” Fired up, unable to believe what Lord Harpington was saying, she tried to get up. “If you cannot find him, My Lord, then I must.”

      

      “Miss Dowels, it will not do any good.” Lord Harpington’s breath caught in his throat. “We searched everywhere. He is gone. Stuart Bollands was there—he must have informed those wretches of our plan. They surrounded us in the woods and attacked us. I barely escaped with my life.”

      

      She glared at him. “You left him there, My Lord?”

      

      “No, I did not. I only ran because he insisted I bring word to you. I was no more than half a mile from Lidderdale Castle when I realized the stupidity of my actions and I turned back around. But, by the time I reached the place where I had seen him last, he had already been taken.” He took her hand and held it. “I am sorry, Miss Dowels. I am so very, very sorry. I only pray that he is alive, so that we may bring him home.”

      

      “No, no, no, no, no… this cannot be,” she cried.

      

      “Only at his urging, Miss Dowels. I will have to live with the consequences of obeying him for the rest of my days, if he cannot be discovered. Please, I did all I could.” Tears trickled down his cheeks, but Teresa was too overwhelmed with grief to show compassion. Instead, she let her own tears come, not caring for the stares that were being cast in her direction.

      

      At that moment, the Duchess appeared in the doorway. “Edmund? Edmund, what has happened?”

      

      Edmund glanced at her with mournful eyes. “We were attacked, Mother. Luke is missing. We have searched everywhere for him, but he is gone, and I do not know where.”

      

      Teresa watched as the Duchess lost control of her calm façade. “No, that cannot be. Where is he, Edmund? Is this some tomfoolery? Tell me where my boy is!”

      

      “He is gone, Mother. I am sorry… I am sorrier than you could possibly know.”

      

      “Send for the Duke,” she commanded. “One of you, go to Lord Howick’s estate this moment and fetch him back to me. Now!”

      

      Two of the guards jumped into action, wheeling their horses around and heading back down the driveway. Teresa could barely see their departure through her blurry vision, her chest wracked with painful sobs. How could this have happened? She wished she had run when she had had the chance, and spared Luke from this fate. But it was too late for regrets now. Luke had vanished, and nobody had any idea if they would ever see him again.

      

      Unable to endure the intensity of the situation, Teresa suddenly found the strength to get to her feet. Ignoring the calls of Lord Harpington and the Duchess, as they tried to stop her, she tore across the front of the house and rounded the corner. Ahead of her lay the outbuilding where that wretch, Stuart Bollands, had been captive.

      

      Sprinting towards it, though there were no longer any guards stationed outside, she threw the door open and peered inside. Her chest burned as she dragged in agonizing breaths, wishing she could wake up to find this was all a terrible nightmare, wishing she could open her eyes and find Luke beside her, his arms holding her close.

      

      Instead, all she saw was a loose rope twisted across the filthy floor, and no sign of Stuart Bollands. She stumbled against the doorway, using it to keep her upright. Her stomach churned, bile threatening to spill from her mouth as it rose up her throat. It was a trap… they knew we were coming. Evidently, Stuart Bollands had heard everything, and had informed his band of highwaymen of what they planned.

      

      “Miss Dowels?” She whirled around to find Lord Harpington standing beside her, rusted flakes of blood clinging to the wound on his face.

      

      “Leave me be, My Lord,” she hissed.

      

      “Miss Dowels, please.” He put out his hand and placed it on her shoulder. Despite her unbearable anger and grief, she did not shrug it away. She no longer had the strength.

      

      “Do you think he is alive?” she whispered.

      

      Lord Harpington sighed. “I pray that he is. If they had killed him, there would have been a body. Truthfully, I have the terrible feeling that the Sphinx has another purpose for my brother. He warned Luke not to make demands—Luke told us as much himself. Perhaps, this is some kind of awful retribution.”

      

      “You should never have left him,” she whimpered.

      

      He squeezed her shoulder gently. “I know… I know, Miss Dowels. I regret it with all my heart. But he wanted you to know what had happened. You were his only thought. I wanted to do as he asked, but I know that I made the wrong choice. If I could alter it, I would.”

      

      “What are we to do without him?” Feeling as though she may fall to pieces, she staggered forwards and allowed Lord Harpington to put his arms around her. Sinking into his shoulder, she sobbed for all she was worth, for she did not have the answer to her throbbing question.

      

      “I do not know, Miss Dowels. I do not know.”
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        * * *

      

      Broken and battered, Edmund ensured that Teresa was taken to her bedchamber. She had insisted she wished to remain downstairs, but her grief had made her feverish, and Edmund had demanded she take to her bed. It would do her no good to make herself ill over this tragic event. In the end, she had relented, allowing herself to be carried to her room, as she had been on her first evening at the Rowfex Estate. A bitter irony.

      

      Leaving her in the care of two of the maids, Edmund braced himself to speak with his mother and father. The Duke had returned from Lord Howick’s residence a short while ago, and Edmund knew they would not be able to rest until they knew everything. In all honesty, he was on the brink of exhaustion. His body ached and his cuts stung, but he knew he had to do his duty, no matter how much pain he was in.

      

      “Are you certain you searched everywhere?” The Duchess launched into her interrogation the second Edmund stepped into the drawing room. Her eyes were rimmed with red, the trails of her recent tears still visible upon her cheeks.

      

      Edmund nodded. “The guards and I scoured the entire forest for him. I am sorry, Mother, but we simply could not find him. We did all we could, I promise you.”

      

      “I should never have gone to Howick’s,” the Duke muttered, his knuckles whitening as he balled his hands into fists. “I should have known not to leave something so important in your hands.”

      

      Edmund stared in surprise. “This was not my fault, Father. We did not know we were walking into a trap. As far as I was concerned, Stuart Bollands was still in our outbuilding.”

      

      “I should never have allowed the two of you to pursue this. I hoped you would prove your worth, but, instead, our son has been stolen from us.” The Duke could not even look at Edmund, whose heart was sinking with every second. How could they blame him for this?

      

      “Perhaps you wish that I had been lost in his stead?” Edmund snapped in return. “You have never made a secret of preferring him over me. Would you be weeping if I had been taken?”

      

      “Oh Edmund, you know that is not true,” the Duchess said. “We love you all equally, and we always have done. Your father is upset, that is all. Of course we would be distressed if you had not returned.”

      

      Edmund pulled a sour face. “Why do I not believe you?”

      

      “Edmund, you will not speak to your mother like that,” the Duke retorted. “Your brother is missing. Show some sympathy, for goodness’ sake.”

      

      “Show some sympathy?” Edmund choked. “I have been in a state of complete horror since the attack happened. Do you think I gained these injuries out of nowhere? I was attacked too, Father. I saw them bear down on Luke. You were not there, so do not attempt to try and suggest what I am feeling.”

      

      “You abandoned him. Your mother told me so.” The Duke bristled with anger.

      

      “I obeyed him, Father. He urged me to go and tell everyone what had happened. I turned around as soon as I realized how foolish I was being. I cannot say this enough—must I repeat myself over and over until I am blue in the face?” Rage spiked through Edmund’s chest. Even now, their adoration for Luke prevailed. It did not matter that Edmund bore the wounds of the same attack. Had I died, perhaps they would have shown me due respect, at long last.

      

      “Archibald, please,” the Duchess said. “I do not want any further unpleasantness in this house. We have all endured a great deal this day. I would urge you not to speak out of turn, lest you come to regret it.”

      

      “He left our son to the torment of those highwaymen!” the Duke barked.

      

      “And I will regret that for the rest of my days, as I am certain you will never allow me to forget it.” Edmund burned with fury. “Let us hope he returns soon, by God’s grace, so that my suffering may be short-lived.” Without another word, he strode from the room, struggling to gain control of his emotions.

      

      You have never cared for me, either of you. All my life, I have come in second best. This night, you have shown your true colors. Well, two could play that game. He was tired of proving himself. And he was tired of being second best.
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      Dawn rose on the next day, but Teresa had not slept. Her every waking thought had been of Luke. Still missing. Still gone. Even as she had lain in her bed, she had tried to imagine him beside her, wrapped in his embrace. But the dream had vanished the moment she opened her eyes and found him to be absent once more.

      

      Restless, even though weariness ached in her bones, she took herself out into the gardens. Standing on the edge of the lawn, she gazed toward the horizon and felt a sudden urge to run. If Luke was no longer alive, then she did not know if she had a purpose for being. He had promised to wed her. He had promised to love her for the rest of his days. But she had not realized that those days might have been shorter than either of them had expected.

      

      “You could not rest either?” She turned slowly to find Lord Harpington emerging from the shadows of the walled garden. He looked very ill indeed, his face drawn, dark hollows forming bruised crescents beneath his eyes.

      

      She shook her head. “I can think only of him.”

      

      “He is not dead yet, Miss Dowels.” It was a meagre comfort.

      

      “We do not know that for certain.”

      

      He came to stand beside her. “I do not know much of the world, Miss Dowels, but I understand the cruelty of mankind. Criminals such as the Sphinx strive only to strengthen their positions and benefit themselves. Luke is of a good family, with plenty of wealth. I am certain the Sphinx will endeavor to prey upon that, rather than kill Luke outright.”

      

      “That does not mean Lord Luke will return to us alive,” Teresa said quietly. “What if this wretch gets what he desires, and murders Lord Luke anyway?”

      

      “We must not allow ourselves to think so negatively. It will only cause us further pain.”

      

      Teresa glanced sideways at him. “I am sorry for calling you a coward, My Lord. That was wrong of me. I was so overwhelmed… I did not mean what I said. You have endured suffering of your own, and it was cold of me to minimize your injuries and your experience.” She paused. “I know that you were not always close with your brother, but you would not have abandoned him unless there was valid reason. You are a good man, My Lord. And I am sorry that I forgot, if only for a moment.”

      

      Lord Harpington smiled sadly. “I wish there were others in this household who shared in your empathy and understanding.”

      

      “The Duke and Duchess?”

      

      He nodded. “They have not taken the news well, and I am to bear the brunt of their misery. I keep hoping they will see that I did all I could and will continue to do so… but they are blind to it, as of now.”

      

      “They will soften, once the initial heartbreak has ebbed slightly,” Teresa said.

      

      “You do not know my family as I do, Miss Dowels, though I thank you for your kind words.” An edge of bitterness lingered in Lord Harpington’s voice, and a bizarre, cold expression crossed his face—a look she did not quite understand. Although, she knew it could not have been easy for him, to have to endure his mother and father’s disdain, after what he had been through.

      

      “Did you find a way to gain entry into Lidderdale Castle?” Teresa was eager to change the subject to one more hopeful. Even now, she refused to surrender to the idea that Luke was lost to them forever. They still had information. Surely, they could discover something from that?

      

      Lord Harpington grimaced. “I did, though it did little good. Lord Fontaine is not the Sphinx.”

      

      “How can you be sure?”

      

      “Because he is locked in the East Tower of Lidderdale Castle,” Lord Harpington replied. “I was taken to see him myself, when the guards arrived. The family could not deny me, with so much protection at my back. He is a lunatic, I am afraid, and has not left the walls of Lidderdale Castle in two years, ever since Lady Broxbourne killed herself. It appears it toppled him over the brink of insanity.”

      

      Teresa fought the rising frustration in her veins. “We cannot give up, My Lord.”

      

      He smiled. “No… no, we cannot.”

      

      “We must continue to find this Sphinx and hope that we may reach Lord Luke before any harm comes to him.”

      

      “I have already sworn to do all that I can. I will help you, if only to bring peace back to this house.” Edmund stared off into the distance, a muscle twitching in his jaw. Teresa longed to offer him some words of encouragement, but she did not want to give him false hope. Even in her short time at the Rowfex Estate, she had perceived the favoritism between the Duke and Duchess and their children. They would forever be lost without Luke.

      

      And so will I…
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        * * *

      

      Luke’s eyes blinked open to gloomy surroundings. A damp, sour smell filled his nostrils, tinged with the acrid tang of tobacco smoke. His head pounded violently, his whole body aching with a thousand bruises. He tried to move, but a searing agony down his left side prompted him to stay where he was. I have broken something; I am sure of that. What he was not sure of, however, was where he was.

      

      The last thing he remembered was seeing Edmund fall from his horse and hearing the shouts of the highwaymen as they closed in around him. Allowing his eyes to adjust, he peered into the shadows. It looked as though he was in a cell of some sort, with thick stone walls and no windows to speak of. A solid iron door stood between him and the outside world.

      

      Sinking back against the grimy wall, trying to ignore the sludgy shift against his shoulders, he struggled to piece the events together. How had Stuart Bollands freed himself from the outbuilding? And where was Edmund?

      

      “Brother?” he whispered, wondering if Edmund might be locked in here with him. Silence echoed back.

      

      He did not know the time nor the day, even, but he knew that Teresa would have alerted the guards the moment she realized the brothers were late in returning. Surely, they would scour the area and discover him soon. The missing sons of a Duke would not be easy to keep quiet, no matter who this Sphinx was.

      

      I must be patient. He tried to draw in a deep breath, only to send pain ricocheting across his chest. As the agony subsided, he moved himself into a more comfortable position and thought of Teresa. As much as he hated to admit it, his life rested in her hands now.
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        * * *

      

      “Where is our brother?” Lady Philomena asked, as Teresa sat by the windowsill in the nursery, staring listlessly through the pane. The Duchess had tried to insist that Teresa return to her bed, until she had recovered from the shock, but she had been desperate for a distraction. And the children had seemed like the perfect diversion for her troubled mind.

      

      She turned slowly. “He has gone away for a while.”

      

      “Why?” Lady Philomena peered curiously at Teresa.

      

      “He had to,” she replied.

      

      “Then why are Mama and Papa so sad? And why has Felicity locked herself in her bedchamber?” This time, Lady Elspeth was the one who spoke.

      

      Teresa fought back tears. “They are sad that he has had to go away, that is all. I am sure they will return to their usual, cheerful selves in due course. Now, how are you progressing with those sums?”

      

      Lord Thomas frowned at her. “But where has our brother gone? When will he return?”

      

      “I cannot say, Lord Thomas,” she replied. “He is on very urgent business and did not say when he would come back.” She realized she had made a mistake by insisting on coming here, to teach the children. Children were curious by their very nature, and they would only continue to ask questions until they received an answer that satisfied them. But she did not have such an answer.

      

      “Has he fought with Edmund?” Lady Philomena wondered.

      

      Teresa held her nerve. “I do not believe so.”

      

      “Then why was Edmund’s face injured?” Lady Elspeth added, the three children clearly intent on squeezing all they could from Teresa.

      

      “He fell from his horse,” Teresa replied.

      

      “They often quarrel,” Lord Thomas mused. “You can tell us if that is what has happened. We will keep it a secret.”

      

      Teresa’s stomach churned. “I am sorry, children, but I am feeling suddenly unwell. Please, continue with your sums and I will ensure that Mrs. Dolan comes to watch over you for a while.” She did not wait for their response. Getting up, she exited the room as quickly as she could and hurried downstairs.

      

      “Miss Dowels?” The Duchess was crossing the entrance hall at the most inopportune moment. Teresa simply wanted to reach the outside, with its abundance of fresh air, before she fainted. Already, she could feel the prickling heat of it creeping up her spine, ready to make her fall. She sank down on the staircase, heaving in unsteady breaths.

      

      “My apologies, Your Grace,” she rasped. “I thought I would be of better use if I were distracted by the children, but a sudden sickness has come over me.”

      

      The Duchess came to sit at Teresa’s side. “Did I not say it was too soon, after the trauma we have all suffered?”

      

      “You did, Your Grace.”

      

      “I admire your bravery, but sometimes we must admit defeat, and allow ourselves to rest,” she urged gently. “I expect you hoped my sons would bring that villain here, so you might have your justice? What happened to you… it was a terrible thing. It is not something that can easily be forgotten. As strong as we may believe ourselves to be, there will always be wretches who prey upon our weaknesses.”

      

      Teresa nodded. “I wanted to look him in the eyes and see him punished.”

      

      “As is your right,” the Duchess replied. “And I am sorry that this Sphinx has taken that from you, as well as my darling son. We are all distraught. Indeed, it took all the determination I possessed, just to rise from my bed this morning.”

      

      Teresa glanced at the Duchess, noting her pale face. “I must seem rather selfish.” The Duchess did not know of Teresa’s relationship with Luke, and so could not understand that her grief ran deeper than her desire for revenge. At least, Teresa hoped the Duchess did not know, for that would only add insult to injury.

      

      “Not at all, Miss Dowels. You were cruelly besmirched in the most vulgar way, and my son was your savior in that. It makes perfect sense that you feel so overwhelmed by recent events, as we all do.”

      

      “May I speak frankly, Your Grace?”

      

      The Duchess nodded. “As you please.”

      

      “Might I ask that you show less severity towards Lord Harpington? He has suffered a great deal, and I do not believe he is managing to contend with the circumstances well. He did not name you specifically, and I am certain you have shown compassion, but he is wounded by His Grace’s coldness. Indeed, I think Lord Harpington believes that His Grace wishes he had been lost instead of Lord Luke.”

      

      The Duchess sighed sadly. “I tried to mediate, when Edmund first broke the news, but the Duke has always favored Luke. I know I should not admit that, but I have so few acquaintances hereabouts, especially with all of this highwayman nonsense, and I am eager to relinquish some of the weight on my shoulders. I hope you do not mind taking the part of temporary confidante?”

      

      “I do not, Your Grace.” Teresa offered a reassuring smile. As a rule, Teresa was sensitive and attuned to other people’s emotions. She felt it was her role in life.

      

      “I always tried to shield Edmund from that favoritism, and assure him that it did not exist, but he is not foolish, and he is not blind. I can see, in his eyes, that he feels his father’s preferential treatment so very keenly. It wounds me, too, to witness it.”

      

      Teresa frowned. “But why, if I may ask, does His Grace feel that way? Lord Luke is certainly the more amenable and humorous of the two, but Lord Harpington is not without his charms. He is, perhaps, more stern, but I imagine that is because of his duties as the eldest son and heir. He has more responsibilities.”

      

      The Duchess fell strangely silent, a haunted look in her gaze. Teresa did not understand this peculiar shift in her demeanor, nor did she feel it was her place to pry. Evidently, the Duchess knew more than she was willing to reveal. Which begged the question—what did she know that she would not, or could not, say? Immediately, Teresa thought of that dusty book, which had been so swiftly snatched from the drawing room table. She had seen the same haunted, frightened expression in the Duchess’ eyes then, too.

      

      “Your Grace?” Teresa prompted.

      

      The Duchess blinked, as though she had only just remembered she had company. “I have never known why. I suppose the Duke sees more of himself in Luke. Edmund has always been more like me. Perhaps that is the reason for the divide between them.”

      

      “I was just on my way to speak with Mrs. Dolan, to see if she might take care of the children for a while. Would that be suitable? I can continue if you ask it of me.”

      

      The Duchess shook her head. “No, you ought to take a day or so to rest. We have all been struck with a nasty surprise. Even the children may benefit from a reprieve, though I do not want them to know the reason why.”

      

      “I have said nothing to them, aside from what we agreed upon,” Teresa assured. “They are curious, but I am certain that will subside.”

      

      “Thank you, Miss Dowels. Please, go on your way. I am sure Mrs. Dolan will be only too delighted to take care of the children.” She paused, casting Teresa an earnest glance. “And let us both hope that my son returns soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Luke stirred at the sound of muffled voices approaching. Wincing as pain shot up his side, he struggled into a sitting position, just as the screech of scraping metal pierced through the silent, stagnant air. The door burst open and two men entered, their faces half-covered with black cloths.

      

      “At least yer awake,” the first one said. Luke recognized the voice immediately. This was Stuart Bollands.

      

      “Where am I?” Luke replied.

      

      “That’s fer us te know.” Stuart laughed coldly.

      

      “What do you want with me?”

      

      Stuart took a step forward. “What do ye think?”

      

      “I offered to keep your family safe, Stuart. Why would you do this, after the promise I made to you?” Luke strained to sit taller, his entire body throbbing.

      

      “He knows who you are?” the second highwayman muttered.

      

      “Well, he definitely does now, don’t he?” Stuart rolled his eyes. “What can I say, M’Lord—the Sphinx gave me a better offer.”

      

      “But how did you escape? We had guards watching over you at all times.” Fear fluttered in Luke’s heart as he tried to put the pieces together.

      

      Stuart chuckled. “Anyone can be bought, M’Lord. Ye should know that. Even them guards of yours, fer the right price. It weren’t so hard.”

      

      “Do you work for Lord Fontaine?”

      

      Stuart’s eyes flashed with amusement. “Lord Fontaine be locked in his tower, with no way out. He’s a lunatic, M’Lord. Ye were chasin’ after the wrong fella, though it led ye nicely into the trap we laid, didn’t it?”

      

      “Please, Stuart—no matter what the Sphinx has offered you, I will double it. But I cannot do that from here. Release me, and I will see that you do not receive any punishment for your part in this.”

      

      “Yer used te gettin’ yer own way, ain’t ye?”

      

      “This is not about me, Stuart. This is about my family.” Luke narrowed his eyes at the two cretins, wishing he had the strength to leap up and force his way past them. But even the slightest movement made him short of breath.

      

      “And that lass, no doubt?” Stuart’s tone softened for the briefest of seconds, but Luke heard it. “I’ve got me orders, M’Lord, and I ain’t goin’ to mess them up for the sake of someone like ye. The Sphinx has told us what he plans te do with ye, so ye won’t be seein’ the light of day, I’m afraid.”

      

      Luke gasped as Stuart drew a knife from his belt. He tried to stagger to his feet, but his right leg buckled beneath him, prompting him to collapse in a heap on the ground as Stuart drew closer. The second highwayman grabbed him roughly, wrenching his head back to expose his throat. And the next thing he knew, the blade was descending, and there was nothing he could do to stop it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

        

      

    

    
      Edmund took his horse along the road that led away from the Rowfex Estate, his heart heavy and his mind distracted. A day had passed since the tragic events, and part of him wished he had never returned from Lidderdale Castle, for it had only strengthened the knowledge that he would always be secondary to his brother. It did not matter that he was the heir to the dukedom.

      

      Although even that may not be certain. If his father continued to punish him for leaving Luke behind, then he did not know what may happen in the future. He already deemed his position to be fragile, thanks to the whispering ghosts who incited his deepest, darkest fears. In truth, the only person who had showed him any true hint of compassion was Miss Dowels. It had surprised him and pleased him in equal measure.

      

      Perhaps something good may come of Luke’s loss. He had admired Miss Dowels from a superficial perspective ever since her arrival at Rowfex, but that had started to change. Indeed, it had begun to change before the Duchess’ ball, though he had not admitted that to anyone. He knew he would never be allowed to feel affection for someone of such low birth, but the heart wanted what it wanted.

      

      Maybe, they could find solace in their mutual distress. Edmund was no fool—he knew what sort of relationship had been blossoming between Miss Dowels and his brother. But with Luke gone, and no idea when he might find his way back to them, an opportunity was beginning to present itself.

      

      My father already despises me—why not incite further disdain. The only thing that continued to restrain him was the knowledge that he would certainly lose his right to the dukedom if he displeased his father more. And attempting to wed a governess certainly crossed that line. Perhaps I do not need to wed her. Many of his acquaintances had mistresses, who lived good lives and were well taken care of. Why could he not enjoy the same luxury?

      

      Then again, he did not know of Miss Dowels’ feelings towards him. He sensed kindness and a sweet friendliness, but he feared that might be all there was to her regard for him. Friendship. Ever since they were children, Luke had always been the one to get whatever he wanted, regardless of the consequences. And it seemed as though little had changed.

      

      If you did not return, Luke, perhaps that would be for the best. His reasoning was clear, though he felt a twist of guilt that he thought such a thing. But he figured he was not the one to blame. His father was the truly guilty party. If the Duke had only shown him more affection, and treated him as he deserved, then perhaps he would not be having these untoward feelings about his brother.

      

      With Luke out of the way, however horrible that might be, Edmund knew that some of his obstacles would be removed. The Duke might even treat him with more dignity, once he realized that he only had one adult son to put his energy into. All the competition he had experienced in his life would be swept aside, leaving only him. And who could turn their back on a son who wanted nothing more than to heed his duties, and do what was expected of him as the heir to a dukedom?

      

      Yes, perhaps this was for the best, after all.
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        * * *

      

      Unable to rest, Teresa pottered about her bedchamber and tried to find something to do, to take her mind off current affairs. Her heart physically ached for Luke and she had lost count of the tears that had spilled down her cheeks, in missing him. The worst part of it all was not knowing where he was, or if he would ever come back to her.

      

      I love you… wherever you are, just know that I love you. She fought back another torrent of tears as she settled down at her desk. A few papers were strewn across it. She had wanted to write down her emotions, in order to stop them from overcoming her. However, her eyes were drawn to one particular leaf, near the top of the closest pile. It was the list that she had made of potential suspects, the ink smeared.

      

      Picking it up, she read down the short list, an idea coming into her mind. She remembered the Duchess’ haunted expression, and the dusty book that had so alarmed her. It was not the expression that she fixated on, as whatever secrets the Duchess had belonged to her. No, it was the book itself that made her think. They had barely managed to get through half of the names within it, but perhaps the Sphinx was still somewhere inside its yellowed pages. Just because it was not Lord Fontaine does not mean the Sphinx’s true name is not in there, somewhere.

      

      Knowing it was the perfect solution for her agitation, she scraped back her chair and hurried from the bedchamber. The house lay silent in its collective grief. The Duchess had taken to her chambers, whilst the Duke had taken the guard back to Lidderdale Castle to scour the area once again. Lady Felicity had not emerged from her bedchamber since hearing of the tragedy, and the children were in the nursery, in the safe hands of Mrs. Dolan.

      

      It was the perfect opportunity to do some investigating of her own. Indeed, she reasoned she might not have a chance like this again. However, there was the problem of where the Duchess had hidden the book, after she had taken it from the drawing room.

      

      I will look in her study first, and work from there. Moving stealthily, she headed down the landing and along the narrow corridor, pausing beside the door that led to the Duchess’ private study. Leaning closer, she listened out for any sound within, but only silence echoed back.

      

      Turning the handle, she opened the door and slipped inside. The room was neatly kept, with a desk on the far side, and bookshelves lining every wall. A chaise stretched out in front of the fireplace, with a portrait of the family hanging over the mantle. Teresa looked up at it, pausing upon the oil paint that showed Luke’s likeness. How she wished he would spring from the canvas and hold her in his arms again.

      

      I will find you, Luke. I swear it. For if she could figure out who the Sphinx was, then it would surely lead her to Luke.

      

      She hurried over to the desk and began to search through the drawers, careful to be as quiet as possible. They were all filled with old correspondence and half-written letters, but there was no sign of the book anywhere. Undeterred, she reached for the bottom drawer and pulled on the brass handle, only to find it locked.

      

      A flutter of excitement struck her in the chest. There was only one reason the Duchess would have such a drawer, and it looked to be the right size for hiding away the tome in question. Taking two pins out of her hair, she jammed them into the lock, using a trick that her father had taught her, many moons ago.

      

      Feeling out the metal teeth that held the lock in place, she forced the pins under it and pushed upwards until she heard the telltale click of the lock opening. Keeping one hand on the pins, she used the other to pull the drawer outward, the wood sliding effortlessly now that there was nothing to hold it back.

      

      Teresa’s eyes widened as she stared into the drawer. The book lay on top of several papers, and some expensive-looking jewelry that glinted in the low light. Without hesitation, she took the book and stowed it under her arm. She was about to put everything back the way she had found it, hoping she could replace the book after she had read it, when a letter caught her eye. Luke’s name was written on the front and there was a smaller stack, tied together with a ribbon, that had been pushed to the very back of the drawer.

      

      Unable to resist, though she knew this was prying at its very worst, Teresa took the letters and put them with the book. With her heart racing, she closed the drawer and turned the pins, hearing the lock click again to signal that it would not budge.

      

      Holding tight to her pilfered goods, she headed out of the study and glanced up and down the corridor beyond, to make sure nobody was watching. Satisfied that she was alone, Teresa closed the door behind her and hurried back to her bedchamber. There, she took her seat at her bureau and set out the book, with the letters beside it.

      

      I will leave the letters for now. She did not quite know what impulse had possessed her to take them in the first place, and she was not sure if she dared to read them. It was only Luke’s name on top of the freshest letter that had driven her to snatch it up. As for the smaller, older stack—she decided to put that theft down to a moment of madness.

      

      With trembling hands, she reached for the book and opened it to the last page they had read together—her, Luke, and Lord Harpington. Sure enough, the Duchess appeared to have made notations about a number of the families on each page, updating them as scandals and deaths and births and marriages made themselves known. But there was nothing, as of yet, that gave Teresa hope.

      

      She had been reading for the better part of an hour, making her own notes on a leaf of paper as she went, placing asterisks beside the names that might be of interest: one for a “maybe” and two for a “very possibly.” However, none of the scandals she had read about were devilish enough to be aligned with the actions of the Sphinx. A few torrid affairs, another kidnapping—which had turned into an elopement—and several other misdemeanors.

      

      A small smile crept onto her lips as she turned the page to find the “M” section of the book. This was where she would find the Morton family. Reading through the first two pages of entries, she found nothing to intrigue her. However, as she turned the page over, a small piece of card tumbled out and fell to the floor. Terrified that it might get dirty, she stooped to pick it up. Holding the small scrap in her hand, two words glared back at her, bold and black: He knows…

      

      “What could this mean?” Teresa said aloud, her chest gripped with anxiety.

      

      Setting it on the surface of the bureau, she began to read over the entries in the book, pausing as she came to the Morton family, otherwise known as the Rowfex dynasty. On the first page were names she did not recognize; a list of all the Dukes who had come before the present one, and their wives and children listed alongside.

      

      Meanwhile, the Duke and the Duchess were at the very top of the second page: Archibald Morton, the Duke of Rowfex, and Louisa Morton, née Jarrow, the Duchess of Rowfex. Beneath it, Edmund Morton, the Marquess of Harpington. An asterisk beside his name made her heart lurch. Scanning down to the very bottom of the page, she found the corresponding star: Borne of a tragedy and fair of hair, was all it said.

      

      “What in heaven’s name does that mean?” Teresa frowned at the words and looked back at the scrap of paper. Who knows? And what do they know?

      

      She checked over the rest of the names: Luke, Lady Felicity, Lady Philomena, Lady Elspeth, Lord Thomas. None of them had asterisks beside their names, nor any further notations. Teresa had always noticed that, where Lord Harpington’s hair was fair, the rest of his siblings were darker in coloring. However, having fair hair was not so peculiar, considering the Duchess possessed golden curls, too.

      

      “But what does it mean, “borne of a tragedy.” What tragedy?” The Duke and Duchess were still alive, and she had never heard anyone mention an untimely death in the family. A sudden, harrowing thought struck her—but what if Lord Harpington does not belong to the Duke? What if that was why the Duchess had made a point of noting his fair hair?

      

      Teresa’s eyes flickered towards the letters. Unable to help herself, she reached for the one marked “Luke” and flattened it out on the bureau:

      

      My darling boy,

      

      If you are reading this, then it means the moment that I have feared the most has come to pass. It means that you have come to learn of my deepest, darkest secret, and it means that I am no longer able to keep it locked away inside my heart, never to see the light of day again. There will be another letter like this for your brother, though I have yet to write it, as of my writing this.

      

      Allow me to tell you an uncomfortable story, in the hopes that it will help you to understand why this secret has been kept from you, for all these years. It happened whilst I was engaged to be married to your father. I was young and foolish, and too headstrong for my own benefit. I did not want to enter into a marriage of convenience, but my mother and father insisted upon the union. You see, I loved another. At least, I thought I did.

      

      His name is of little consequence, and so I will not tell you that. After all, it does not matter now, for he is dead and gone. Instead, I will refer to him only as “O.” Three months prior to my wedding to your father, and still awaiting the banns, that gentleman whom I thought I loved came for me in the night and urged me to elope with him. Stupid as I was, I went with him.

      

      We stopped at a roadside inn on the way to Gretna Green. There, he asked if we might consummate our union, before we were wed. I refused, for though I was headstrong, I still had some sense of honor, and did not wish to have that taken from me before I was his wife. He became angry when I continued to refuse him. I had never seen such fury in his nature before, though I believe, now, that it had always been there; I had simply been too blinded by infatuation to see it.

      

      I attempted to run from him, but he was too strong. I must be brutally honest with you, if I am to gain your understanding, and so I apologize for what I am about to say. “O” forced himself upon me, and I could do nothing but scream and cry as he took my honor from me. I must have fainted during that terrible ordeal, for when I awoke, he was gone.

      

      I returned home in shame, though I managed to reach the house before anyone learned that I had disappeared into the night. I kept the secret to myself. However, as my wedding to your father drew closer, I began to feel unwell, and I knew, without a doubt, that I was with-child.

      

      I did not want to begin my marriage to your father in dishonesty, and so I spoke with him about what had occurred. I expected he would break off our engagement, but he did not. Instead, he asked me for the name of the gentleman who had done this and sought him out, vowing to allow me the justice I deserved for having endured such horrors. A duel took place. Your father was injured, and “O” suffered a wound to the chest, from which he later died, through an infection that could not be tamed.

      

      The duel was covered up, and your father received no punishment for his part in it. Every day leading up to our wedding, I feared he would cast me aside. Instead, he spoke with me in the gardens of this house and told me that he would raise my child as his own, because I had not asked for this. He is, and has always been, a good man. He said he would defend me from any scandal and claim the child as his own. We crafted a plan that would keep it secret, which is why everyone has always believed that Edmund was born prematurely.

      

      I suspect your father loved me then, before I understood what true love was, and wanted to shield me from harm. He has kept his promise all these years, though he has not always treated Edmund as though he were his own. You must not blame him for that—he has done everything possible to be the father he vowed to be. But Edmund is not his blood, and that has troubled your father for a long time. Especially as the two of you grew older, and he realized that he would be leaving the dukedom to an heir that was not his.

      

      We have spoken about it at length, and your father always used to insist that he would not take the dukedom from Edmund, but when he looks upon you, Luke, I believe he wonders what might be possible. I fear his mind may be changing, which is why you must assure him that you do not want the dukedom, and that you will see no other heir but your brother.

      

      You see, when your brother returned from the war, injured and suffering, your father spoke with several lawyers about the possibility of changing the line of succession from Edmund to you. I was not aware of it until I discovered a letter between your father and his lawyer. I was distraught and urged your father to reconsider. He promised that he would, but that concern lingers still.

      

      Edmund is not the man he was when he departed, we all know that. His mind is afflicted, as well as his leg. Your father claimed he did it for insurance, in case Edmund could not be restored to health or had to be put in a sanitorium. He told me he had witnessed your brother suffering night terrors, which had prompted him to look into the matter. He later added to his reasoning and told me he no longer believed Edmund to be capable of providing an heir, from what he had been informed of by Doctor Partridge.

      

      I forced him to cease his exchange with the lawyers, and I believe that he has, but you must be my ally in this, too, for your brother’s sake. You are the rightful heir, that may be true, but I know you do not want it. And I pray, with all my heart, that you do not seek to take it from Edmund, as I have said. None of this is his fault. He did not decide this fate. That was all my doing—the foolish actions of a silly girl, who did not know the dangers of gentlemen until it was too late.

      

      And I pray that, one day, you will be able to forgive me for keeping this secret from you. I am the only one to blame. The responsibility lies solely with me. Do not punish Edmund for my crimes, and do not change your feelings towards him—he will always be your brother. It would break my heart to see this tear my family asunder, after so long. I have managed to stop your father for now, but I may need you in the future, to strengthen our cause.

      

      I love you, my darling son.

      

      Yours in Faith,

      

      Your Mother.

      

      Teresa sat back in her chair, entirely at a loss for words. This seemed like a cruel jest of some sort, instead of the stark facts. Her eyes glanced over the scrap of paper once more, her mind whirring. Who knows of this? Evidently, the Duke and the Duchess both did, but who was the scrap of paper referring to? Lord Harpington or Luke?

      

      If Luke knew, and had kept it from his mother, to spare her untold suffering, then Teresa’s admiration for him increased tenfold. For it would mean that he had discovered the truth and had not breathed a word, knowing that it would destroy his entire family. In that single act, if that was what had happened, it showed that he truly did care for his brother and was doing as his mother had asked. Keeping the secret.

      

      But why would the Duchess have written, “he knows”? Did that mean that the Duchess had found out what Luke might have learned, and the two of them had skirted around the subject, keeping their knowledge to themselves until they needed to step in to stop the Duke from pursuing a change to the heirdom? Or was it Lord Harpington who knew?

      

      No, that cannot be it. If Lord Harpington knew that he was not the Duke’s son, then he would have made it known. He would have leapt upon the chance to accuse the Duke of showing favoritism for that very reason. He would have fought to prevent the Duke from trying to take what had been promised to him. Truly, given his behavior and his pain at being treated unfavorably, it seemed as though he was entirely in the dark about his true heritage.

      

      Then again, it would certainly have explained the continuous competitiveness between the two half-brothers. If Lord Harpington knew he was not the Duke’s son, it could well have spurred him on to do everything within his power to prove himself worthy of that position. Especially to his father, to convince him to leave the heirdom as it was. A trait that he had certainly revealed, during the time that Teresa had been at the Rowfex Estate.

      

      “Luke would have told me, if he knew.” Teresa felt certain of it. Truthfully, she could not make head nor tail of the piece of paper, nor whom it referred to. The deeper she delved into it, the less sense it made. For many reasons, she did not believe it could be Luke who knew. But, for equally as many reasons, she did not believe it could be Lord Harpington who knew the truth.

      

      I must take some time to think this over. Shaking her head, she picked up the small stack of curling, old letters and unfastened the ribbon. She knew it was wrong to pry in the Duchess’ personal correspondence, but she could not help herself. She had to know if there was more information within those letters, that might lead her towards an answer. Otherwise, she would never figure this puzzle out.

      

      If the person who knew the truth was someone outside the family, then it might be the very person who had taken Luke. After all, if they held a secret like that over the heads of the Rowfex family, then they would certainly be able to ask for a large sum to buy their silence. Luke’s life would come at a steep price, and Teresa hoped the Duke and Duchess had it in them to pay it.

      

      Otherwise, this family will crumble, and Luke… Luke will die if they cannot pay. She did not need any confirmation of that, for she felt a pit of dread in the depths of her stomach that told her it was the truth. Time was running out for Luke and the Rowfex family, and Teresa needed to find the Sphinx before there was none left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

        

      

    

    
      Luke squeezed his eyes shut as the knife came closer, until he could feel the edge of the blade against his skin, cold and threatening. The second highwayman grasped him tight, so he could do nothing to fight back. His mind focused on Teresa, and her naked body on the bed beside him. The way she tasted, the way she smelled, the warmth of her skin and the way she moved as he pleasured her. He wanted that to be his last thought, so he might die with happiness on his mind, instead of impending doom.

      

      He braced for the cut that would kill him, but it did not come. Instead, he heard a rough, sawing sound. He opened his eyes as Stuart stepped away, clutching a clump of hair in his hand.

      

      “Ye didn’t think we were goin’ te kill ye just yet, did ye?” Stuart gave a sharp bark of a laugh. “Oh no, we’ve got more in store for ye, ye can bet yer life on it.”

      

      “What do you want with my hair?” Luke frowned, his heart thundering in his chest. He had been so sure that his life was about to end.

      

      “Never ye mind,” Stuart replied.

      

      “Please, Stuart, do not do this. Do not punish me like this. Release me and I will see to it that you are well rewarded.” Luke paused. “And if you cannot do it for me, then do it for Miss Dowels. She told me what you said to her—that she reminded you of your own daughter. She will be worried sick, Stuart. Let me go to her. Or, at least, let me write to her and tell her that I am alive.”

      

      Stuart glared at him. “Shut yer mouth, M’Lord, else I’ll shut it fer ye.” Without another word, he turned on his heel and left the room, with the other highwayman in tow.

      

      Exasperated, Luke sank back against the filthy wall and tried to think. Through the pain and the anger, a thought emerged, crisp and clear. There was only one reason that Stuart would have taken a lock of his hair. They intend to blackmail my family. And he guessed what leverage they would have, though he had no idea how the highwaymen could have discovered the truth. Indeed, he had never told a soul about it, not even Teresa.

      

      It all began to make sense to him. If they did not know what he knew, then they would have targeted Edmund instead, being the heir to the dukedom. However, if they had learned of Edmund’s true heritage, then he would be of no use to them. In their minds, Luke would be the valuable one—the true heir to the Rowfex dynasty. It would not matter to them, that he did not want to be duke, and that he did not want to take that from his brother.

      

      Moreover, they would have that terrible secret to hold over the Duke and Duchess, to ensure that they were suitably remunerated for their efforts. Pay the price, or we reveal the secret and kill the true heir, leaving you with nothing. If they knew that his father had attempted to legally change the line of succession, that made even more sense. Luke’s heart lurched, for that meant that they may target Thomas next, once they were done with him.

      

      How could they know? He thought of the book that his mother had taken from the drawing room and wondered if that was how they had learned of it. If Stuart had freed himself from the outbuilding, then he could well have investigated the house for any intelligence that could be used against the family. He could even have watched them through the drawing room window. It was something of a stretch, but it seemed like the most logical reasoning.

      

      I am sorry, Mother. If this is the truth of our situation… I am sorry beyond belief. He had learned the secret after discovering a letter that was addressed to him, amongst his mother’s belongings. He had been looking for something else, though he could not remember what, when he had found it. No sooner had he read the letter than he had vowed to stay silent and replace the letter, as though it had never been touched.

      

      He had not wanted to trouble his mother by revealing what he knew, though he had secretly resolved to ensure that the dukedom went to Edmund, when the time came. He had even gone so far as to snoop into his father’s correspondence, to make sure the exchange with the lawyer really had ended. It had, as far as he could tell. The dukedom was Edmund’s, by right, no matter who his father really was. Luke would never have taken that from him.

      

      He had reasoned, even then, that it was not his secret to reveal, since it did not affect him in the slightest. He did not want the dukedom. He wanted his brother to remain the heir. So, what reason had he had, to admit what he knew, and cause hurt to everyone? Regardless, it looked as though the Sphinx might be planning to do just that.
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        * * *

      

      Teresa had sifted through the stack of letters, trying to find something useful, but none of them had held anything of importance. They were just letters to an old friend, speaking of banal things and personal troubles. She had all but given up when she came to the very last letter in the pile. It was newer than the others, the paper still crisp and clean.

      

      Flattening it out, she began to read:

      

      My journal is not safe, but I must write this to rid myself of the emotions that torment me. I fear Edmund and Luke both know the truth. I came to sort through my personal effects and found several letters out of place. Someone has opened the letter I addressed to Luke, and the one I addressed to Edmund has gone. I have turned the study upside-down, but I cannot find it anywhere. They know… I am sure of it. Although, neither of them has mentioned it, nor has their behavior towards one another changed.

      

      There has already been a strange conflict between them for some time, long before I discovered that these letters had been tampered with. So, that cannot be the cause of it, though I suppose it would be easier if it were. I wish, so very much, that they could be as they were when they were children. They adored each other then. Luke admired Edmund as though Edmund were a hero. When did that change?

      

      I think I must be a coward, for I lack the courage to ask them what they know. I keep hoping they may come to me, in private, to reveal what they learned, but they have not. They are the same as they ever were, which is all the more perplexing. I suppose I shall have to be patient and wait for them to come to me when they are ready. I only hope that I do not lose all sense of my sanity before then. To have kept this secret for so long, I do not know if I am relieved or panic-stricken to finally have it revealed.

      

      Archibald has not continued his exchange with the lawyer, so there is some comfort in that. I should have rewritten the letters, I suppose, and removed that entirely. I knew Archibald would see sense. He was merely worried for his lineage, as any father, and any head of a dynasty must be. Yet, at least it is now resolved, so I may assure Edmund of his position if he should ever come to me about it.

      

      I just wish they would be honest. Then again, they have always been thoughtful young gentlemen. Perhaps they do not want to cause me injury by admitting what they did, and what they found. I have raised them well. Too well, perhaps.

      

      Maybe, just maybe, they remain silent on the matter because it does not matter. Maybe, Luke wants Edmund to keep what he always thought he would have, as I know he does. Maybe, Edmund has seen that, and has decided not to act on what he knows. Or, perhaps, they have discussed it in private and have resolved it between themselves. I know Luke will fight for his brother to keep his place. Edmund must know that, or else he would have done something.

      

      Oh, please do not break my family now. Have I not suffered enough for that terrible mistake? If they cannot come to me, then let this stay buried between them. Let it be as nothing. I beg of you.

      

      Teresa had to admit, it was rather clever of the Duchess to hide her personal entry in a stack of moldering letters. And yet, the confession made her heart break for the Duchess. It shone a light on what the Duchess had said to her, upon the staircase, when they had spoken of the highwaymen’s attack. The Duchess had suffered as Teresa had suffered, only she had not had Luke to save her before it could be brutally exacted.

      

      You poor creature. Certainly, it started to seem more likely that Lord Harpington and Luke had kept their mother’s secret for the same reason that Teresa sympathized with her now. But, it still left one rather large question unanswered—if Luke and Lord Harpington both knew the secret, did they also know that the other knew? It was all very confusing. However, the Duchess’ private entry did not enlighten Teresa any further. She did not seem to know, either.

      

      What am I to do with this? That, she definitely did not have the answer to.

      

      Realizing that she had been alone with these items for much too long, she decided to dwell on the matter for a while. Taking the book and the letters, she hurried out of the bedchamber and crept along to the Duchess’ study. Entering, she went straight to the bureau and replaced everything she had taken, making sure there was not a single page or ribbon out of place.

      

      With that done, she exited the study and headed downstairs, eager to clear her mind so that she might put everything together in more detail. She already had plans to return for the book, so she could continue her search for the Sphinx, but her head was too full for that right now. She needed fresh air, and a moment to herself, before she could contemplate that again.

      

      Stepping out into the warm afternoon, she walked down the long driveway and out of the gates. With Luke captured, she did not feel the need to fear any highwaymen upon the road. After all, it was daylight still, and the highwaymen had rarely struck at such an hour. And, perhaps, deep down, she wanted to happen upon those cretins, so she might look them in the eye and ask them what they had done with Luke.

      

      Strolling at a leisurely pace, she wished she could have enjoyed her surroundings. The day was a beautiful one, with a warm breeze sweeping through the trees that lined the road, whispering more secrets. I have had quite enough of secrets. If she did not hear another one again, in her lifetime, it would not be too soon. Yet the sunshine felt pleasant upon her face, calming her fractious nerves with its soothing touch.

      

      Where are you, Luke? She glanced towards the open fields, hoping that, if she just thought hard enough, he would appear. But the fields remained empty of everything but the swaying grass. And Luke was still missing. She did not know how she might endure another day without him, for the longer he was away, the less chance there was of ever seeing him again.

      

      In truth, she feared he may be dead already. If the Sphinx planned to blackmail the Rowfex family, he did not necessarily need to have Luke alive. He would have enough leverage, even without him. I cannot think like that. As long as I am breathing, there is hope for Luke. She struggled to convince herself of that, but if she gave in now, there would be no coming back.

      

      Without her realizing, she had ended up a long way from the house, walking upon an unknown road that cut through the fields. She tried to envision it in her mind, wondering if she was near the place where the highwaymen had attacked her. It had been dark and rainy that night, the landscape nightmarish, where now it was glimmering and beautiful.

      

      Presently, the path turned and began to curve along the tree line of some nearby woods. Caring little for her own safety, she headed along it, eager to put some more distance between herself and the Manor. The walk was helping with her thoughts, organizing them into neat boxes that she could dwell upon later. Finding the Sphinx was at the top of her list. As for the rest of it, she could resolve that another time, once Luke was safely returned.

      

      She was about to turn back the way she had come, when voices in the woodland prompted her to pause. Her heart leapt into her throat, panic hitting her square in the chest. Eager to keep out of sight, she edged towards a nearby tree and ducked down, using the wide trunk to hide her.

      

      “I would like to know what on earth is going on, and I would like to know now,” a familiar voice hissed.

      

      “I don’t know, My Lord,” a different, strange voice replied.

      

      “What do you mean, you do not know? How can you not know?”

      

      Why do I recognize that voice? She wracked her brain, trying to place it.

      

      “We thought it’d all be over by now, My Lord,” a third voice cut in.

      

      “Well, clearly something has gone awry, and I should like to know what. You are to investigate, and bring word back to me, do I make myself clear?”

      

      “Aye, My Lord. We’ll look into it right away,” the second voice assured. Teresa heard a faint rustle, as if people were moving through the trees. Fortunately, it sounded as though they were moving away from her.

      

      She was about to make a run for it, when there was another rustle in the undergrowth, closer this time. And it was getting ever nearer. Terrified, she crept around to the other side of the tree and crouched down in the shadows. A moment later, a figure emerged onto the road beyond and began to make his way along the path. It was in that moment that she realized who the speaker had been.

      

      Lord Harpington? She clamped her hand over her mouth to stop the gasp from escaping. What was he doing here? And who were those men he had been speaking with? She contemplated bursting out of her hiding place to confront him, but common sense kept her in her position.

      

      Unable to believe her eyes, she watched Lord Harpington walk away, following the same route she had taken from the house. It seemed likely that he had been talking about Luke, but it had been much too vague to make any sense of.

      

      A nagging suspicion gnawed away at the back of her mind, as she stayed there in the gloom, surrounded by the damp scent of rotting vegetation. Upon hearing those voices, her first thought had been that they were highwaymen, plotting something untoward in the secrecy of the woodland. Seeing Lord Harpington, her mind had been thrown into disarray. He was not wearing the attire of a highwayman, and she had not been able to see the other two men he had been talking to.

      

      Did Lord Harpington do this? She thought of his injuries, particularly the long gash that had torn his face from temple to jaw, covering some of his old scar. He had been wounded in the attack at Lidderdale Castle. Surely, that meant he was innocent of any crimes against Luke? And yet, he, above all others, had the most serious motive to see Luke removed from his station in the household. Luke was the rightful heir and, judging by what the Duchess had written, he knew it—they both knew it. And, what was more, Lord Harpington might know that the Duke had intended to see him removed from any inheritance.

      

      Did Luke say something to him before they rode for Lidderdale Castle? She had not been there to overhear, but it could have been entirely possible. Then again, it seemed ridiculous that Lord Harpington should have been able to lay a trap so quickly. Or am I just trying to deny the obvious? She had grown fond of Lord Harpington in a friendly fashion and had seen his pain and guilt over the loss of Luke, and the response from his mother and the Duke. Unless Lord Harpington was an exceptional thespian, she did not believe he could have been pretending.

      

      But what if I am wrong? There was enough scope to make her come to a sudden decision. She was going to watch Lord Harpington very closely, and follow his every move, if only to prove that he was, indeed, innocent of any wrongdoing. She hoped, very much, that Lord Harpington had simply been speaking with some men who might have heard of Luke’s whereabouts—some of the guards, perhaps. But, if that was not the case, she would soon know about it.
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        * * *

      

      Edmund strode along the road towards home, a black cloud of anger hovering above his head. He could not believe the ineptitude of some individuals. How hard could it be, to discover what was going on? He had acquaintances all across the country, and not a single one of them had been able to give him a direct answer regarding his brother.

      

      As he walked, his mind turned towards thoughts of Miss Dowels. She had been instructed to take to her chambers, to overcome the shock of Luke’s loss. He felt sorry that she was having to endure such pain. It was part of the reason he wanted a swift answer from his acquaintances, so he could put her out of her misery.

      

      Perhaps I will visit her and see if she would care for some company. A smile turned up the corners of his lips. He longed to take his mind off this unpleasantness, even if it was just for a short while. Luke had taken priority over his thoughts for much too long. It was time he diverted himself with far more enticing pursuits.

      

      Dipping his hand into his waistcoat pocket, he felt for the object that he always kept there. It brought him comfort, to feel the smooth metal against his skin. Indeed, the prize had been hard won, and he was yet to receive his full satisfaction. But that day would come soon enough, even if he had to bide his time a little longer.

      

      His acquaintances would return with word of Luke, and he would be able to move forward with his life, with every obstacle removed. Nobody would ever learn the secret that had plagued him for two years, after discovering the letter in his mother’s drawer. It would go to the grave with them, and with him. For, with Luke gone, and Thomas still so very young, they would not be able to deny him his right, not without risking the reputation of his mother.

      

      You may tell your lawyer that, Father. A smirk turned up the corners of his lips. He did not know if his father was still corresponding with the lawyer in question, but he had seen several letters with that fellow’s seal on the back over the last few months. Seeing them had been the driving force behind speeding up the conclusion of his scheme. He would not have his inheritance snatched away. Not now.

      

      He sighed and let the sunlight warm his face. For his long-drawn-out plan was finally coming to fruition, and it was all thanks to Miss Dowels and her curiosity. If she had not suggested they look for the Sphinx, Edmund would never have had the opportunity to lure Luke away from the house, creating a tragic tale that even he would not have been able to construct without her input.

      

      He had been desperately seeking such an opportunity these past months, and she had given it to him. It had been his initial plot to have Luke attacked by the highwaymen, and killed in a brutal assault, but that had failed in the wake of the local militia’s involvement. Besides, Luke was much too swift on his horse to have made that viable. He realized that, now that he no longer had to rely on such means.

      

      You are remarkable, Miss Dowels, and you will receive your reward.

      

      Indeed, they were both remarkable, in their own way. Even before their official first meeting, he had gone to great lengths for her. It had not been easy to race back to the house and creep inside without anyone realizing he had gone. Nor had it been easy to dry the dampness from his hair and change his clothes before Luke and Miss Dowels arrived. However, he knew Luke, and he knew his brother would have taken his time to bring Miss Dowels to the house. It had given him that fleeting period, in which to make it look as if he had been there the entire time.

      

      He took out the object in his pocket and held it in his palm, letting the metal warm against his skin. It was a very pretty necklace, belonging to a very pretty young lady. And soon, they would be reunited, and he would finish what he had started that night, in the driving rain, when she had evaded him.
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      Luke blinked awake as the door to his cell scraped open and Stuart entered, devoid of the usual cloth around the lower half of his face. Seeing that Luke already knew who this fellow was, he supposed Stuart had come to the conclusion that he no longer needed to hide his identity. It was already much too late for that.

      

      “Let me go,” Luke rasped.

      

      “There ye go again, with the same old pleas.” Stuart rolled his eyes. “I’ve already told ye, yer aren’t gettin’ out of here anytime soon, so ye might as well get used te it.”

      

      “Why are you doing this?”

      

      Stuart smirked. “Why does anyone do anythin’?”

      

      “Is it money you want?”

      

      “At least ye haven’t lost all yer sense.” Stuart chuckled darkly. “‘Course we want money. Why else would we have gone te all this bother fer ye?”

      

      “Then why not hold my brother to ransom instead? He is the heir. You would have received more for him.”

      

      Stuart smiled. “Come now, M’Lord, we both know that ain’t the truth. Yer brother were the one te tell me everythin’ we needed te know, though it ain’t exactly worked in his favor. He were mighty put out, railin’ about how yer father were continuin’ te try and take his inheritance away.”

      

      “What?” Luke frowned in bemusement. Why would Edmund have told these ingrates the truth about his heritage?

      

      “Hoisted himself by his own rope, did yer brother,” Stuart replied smugly. “If he’d not have told me that, he’d have got what he wanted. And you’d be dead as a doorpost. See, the thing is, I weren’t lyin’ when I said I didn’t want te work for the Sphinx no more. And this is me way out. I blackmail your family; I get me freedom from that cretin.”

      

      Luke shook his head. “I do not understand you.”

      

      “No, I don’t suppose ye do.” Stuart grinned. “He wanted ye dead, M’Lord. But a group of us got together and decided we didn’t want to obey no orders no more. And he gave us exactly what we needed, to get our way out. That filthy little secret is goin’ te be part of the bargain. And yer brother won’t want it gettin’ out, since it’ll ruin all his plans. Bet he’s wonderin’ what the devil’s goin’ on. He don’t even know where we’re keepin’ ye.”

      

      “You are not making any sense.” Luke tried to comprehend, but it was proving impossible.

      

      “And they say ye wealthy folks are better educated than the rest of us.” Stuart gave a cold laugh. “Who’d ye think put all of this in place, M’Lord?”

      

      “I… I do not know.”

      

      “Yer brother is the Sphinx, M’Lord. Has been these past two years, since he found out yer father wanted him gone, and he weren’t entitled to aught. Being a bastard and all.” He smiled grimly. “And he’s the one who attacked that lass of yours. ‘Tis why I took pity on her, knowin’ the company she were keepin’. Though yer brother used it against her—he’s got a way of doin’ that. Crafty devil. Well, he ain’t gettin’ his way this time. This time, we’re gettin’ our way, and he’s goin’ te be the one te pay.”

      

      Luke gaped at him, open-mouthed in horror. “No… no, you must be mistaken.”

      

      “I don’t think I am, M’Lord. He told us his secret right before he told us of his plan te stage an attack and have ye killed. Though he don’t remember tellin’ us the first bit—he were blind drunk that night. Anyway, seems a shame that yer lass were the one who helped him do it, without knowin’ she were, of course. If she’d not said aught about that Lord Fontaine, he’d have had to come up with somethin’ else. Anyway, he said that were why he wanted ye out the way, so ye couldn’t threaten his position and his father wouldn’t be able te oust him. Said he thought ye’d found out, somehow.”

      

      “No…”

      

      “Aye, M’Lord. ‘Tis the truth, and no mistake.” Stuart shoved his hands into the pockets of his overcoat to keep out the creeping chill of the cell. “We were meant te have killed ye by now, but that ain’t goin’ te happen. Ye should be thankin’ me. This way, ye might get te see that lass again. If yer father pays up, that is.”

      

      Luke shook his head. “You told Miss Dowels that it was the Sphinx who attempted to brutalize her.” He paused, letting the facts sink in. “Are you telling me that it was Edmund who did that?”

      

      “Ah, he’s finally puttin’ them pieces together.” Stuart smiled. “It were a despicable thing he tried te do. I told that Miss the same thing. I don’t agree with men touchin’ women like that, nor hurtin’ them. But it were him all right. Me pal told me as much.”

      

      “Well, then you cannot be telling the truth. Edmund was already at the house when we arrived.” Luke was desperate to find some way to prove Stuart wrong. There was no way he could be telling the truth… could there?

      

      Stuart shrugged. “The Sphinx be a clever sort of fella. Did ye ride home slow that night?”

      

      “Yes, but—”

      

      “Then that’s how he did it, M’Lord. It were him who shot ye in the arm, as well, just so ye know. That were his first failed attempt at killin’ ye.” Stuart paused. “Did ye not think it mighty queer that he didn’t come te help when the Miss did? He were already out in the fields, with the rest of us. I saw him meself. He raced back when the Miss were seein’ te yer wound. I bet he met ye at the front of the house, didn’t he?”

      

      “How could you know that?” Luke gasped.

      

      “Because I know him, M’Lord. Like I said, he’s a clever sort. But not clever enough, by the looks of it.” Stuart turned towards the door. “I’ll leave ye te stew on that awhile and come back in a bit. I imagine it’s goin’ te take some thinkin’ te realize I ain’t lyin’.” With that, he left, leaving Luke to struggle to come to terms with everything he had just been told.

      

      One thought pushed through all the rest, making bile rise up in an acrid geyser. Teresa… Teresa is in danger.
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        * * *

      

      Teresa kept to her vow, trailing Lord Harpington as he went about his business. She was careful to keep her distance, lest he realize he was being watched. To her relief, and slight disappointment, she did not notice anything unusual or suspicious in his behavior. He ambled about the house like a ghost, never quite settling in one room or another.

      

      As he emerged from the drawing room, where he had spent the last fifteen minutes, Teresa ducked into the shadows behind the stairs. He paused in the entrance hall, looking around absently. As if deciding on a course of action, he began to climb the staircase. Teresa waited until she heard him reach the landing before she crept out of her hiding place and followed him.

      

      Crouching low at the top of the stairs, she glanced through the gaps in the banister and saw him approach her very own bedchamber. He knocked lightly, but he was not going to receive any reply.

      

      “Miss Dowels?” he said. “Miss Dowels, are you in there?”

      

      No, Lord Harpington, I am not.

      

      “Miss Dowels, I was wondering if I might have a word?” he continued, only to remain unsatisfied as the door stayed closed. “Where is she?” He frowned, muttering to himself. With a small shrug, he carried on down the corridor until he arrived at his mother’s chambers. There, he knocked and was allowed entry, giving Teresa a moment to breathe.

      

      Maybe I am mistaken. He was not acting in a way that would suggest any foul play. Although, she did not quite understand why he had sought her out first, before his mother. She knew that she had been the only one to offer him compassion after the terrible events at Lidderdale Castle, so she tried to convince herself that that was the sole reason. He wanted reassurance, no doubt, from the one person he could rely on for such a thing.

      

      Hurrying down the corridor, she paused outside the Duchess’ chambers and pressed her ear to the keyhole, trying to listen in. Muffled voices drifted back towards her, but they were too far away to distinguish much.

      

      “All is not lost, Mother,” she heard Lord Harpington say, in a fleeting moment of clear speech.

      

      “But what if he does not return?” the Duchess replied.

      

      “Then we will seek justice. Whoever has done this—they will not be permitted to congratulate themselves. We will punish them. Though I do hope Luke can be found.” Lord Harpington gave a quiet sigh, which was followed, shortly after, by the soft sound of someone crying. The Duchess… It was too feminine to be Lord Harpington, and Teresa did not think he was the sort to show his emotions with such vulnerability.

      

      More confused than when she had begun, Teresa moved away from the door to allow them their private discussion. It did not sit well with her, to listen to a broken mother weep over her lost son. What disturbed her more was the fact that Lord Harpington had sounded very genuine indeed.

      

      With her brain tied up in complicated knots, Teresa headed back down the stairs, only to be met in the entrance hall by the butler. He held the silver postal tray in his hands, a curious expression on his face.

      

      “Miss Dowels, there is a letter addressed to you,” he said.

      

      “To me?” She frowned. Who would be sending her correspondence?

      

      He nodded. “Yes, Miss Dowels.” He took up the letter and handed it to her, before retreating up the stairs with the rest of the day’s post.

      

      She stared at the letter, trying to place the handwriting. It was unfamiliar to her, and rather untidy. I doubt this day could become any stranger. Seeking solitude, she crossed the entrance hall and slipped into the empty drawing room, sitting down by the window. The gardens looked beautiful, but she could take no pleasure in them today.

      

      There, perched on the edge of an armchair, she unfurled the letter and began to read:

      

      Dear Miss Dowels,

      

      I hope this letter reaches you, for the sake of someone whose life is in your hands. Naturally, discretion is advised. Do not speak with Lord Harpington about this. Speak only with the Duke and Duchess. We will know if you have disobeyed.

      

      You may be wondering who we are, so I will put you out of your misery. We are the former employees of the Sphinx. A gentleman you know by another name. Indeed, he is the very gentleman who you are to keep this letter from, if you ever hope to see Lord Luke again. I know this will come as a surprise to you, but it is high time that everyone’s secrets were laid bare.

      

      Lord Harpington is the one responsible for the capture of Lord Luke, although Lord Luke was never supposed to survive the entrapment. We were instructed to take him away and kill him, to ensure that nobody discovered the truth of Lord Harpington’s heritage and to destroy the true heir to the dukedom. If his position was ever threatened again, he planned to stage a similar tragedy with Lord Thomas, though he wanted to wait awhile before he put that into action.

      

      It is our belief that Lord Luke discovered the secret—that Lord Harpington’s father is not the Duke and that the Duke was in discussions to legally alter the heirdom on the grounds of mental affliction. Or something to that end. Lord Harpington found out that he knew, and strove to bury the secret for good. After all, if the Duke and Duchess were ever to reveal it, they would be embroiled in a scandal beyond reparation. It was in their best interests to remain silent on the matter. It was only when Lord Luke found out that things became more complicated for the Sphinx, or Lord Harpington—whichever you prefer.

      

      However, we have endured enough torment at the hands of the Sphinx, and have endeavored to take matters into our own hands. We know that the Duke will pay a generous sum for Lord Luke’s life. That is why we have betrayed Lord Harpington and have kept Lord Luke alive. We seek remuneration, so we may begin our lives afresh, with no debt, and no threats hanging over us.

      

      You must be the one to see this done, as you are the only one we trust. You proved that to us, when you spoke with Mr. Bollands. You care for Lord Luke, so do not try to deny it. And we know that will make you obey our every word, down to the last letter.

      

      There is a note enclosed, which details the sum we require, in exchange for the safe return of Lord Luke. Again, I implore you, do not reveal this to Lord Harpington, or you may put yourself in danger—a danger that you will not be able to escape from. He is a treacherous gentleman, and though I know you will be scared, you must be as courageous as you were, when you visited Mr. Bollands in the outbuilding.

      

      See this done, and no harm will come to Lord Luke. He is alive, as of now, and is eager to return to you. However, that is not where this tale ends. I feel duty bound, now that we have parted ways with the Sphinx, to tell you that he is the one who attacked you that night. He is the one who has your necklace. I do not know how you may acquire that item again, but you must know that he possesses it. He has kept it close to him, all this time, as a reminder of your evasion.

      

      Put that to rest for now, until Lord Luke may be returned to you. See to it that the sum is arranged and bring it to the St. George and the Dragon Inn on the road between the Rowfex Estate and Gresham Ford. Mr. Bollands will be waiting for you there, tomorrow at four o’clock in the afternoon. Come alone. No chaperone. Be there or lose any hope of seeing Lord Luke again. Do not disappoint us. If the exchange is successfully made, Lord Luke will be released, and will be given a horse, and will come back to you as soon as he is able.

      

      His life is in your hands.

      

      Yours Faithfully,

      

      The Highwaymen.

      

      Teresa’s head began to swim as she allowed the words to register in her mind. Indeed, she had to reread the letter twice over, to make sure it was not a figment of her warped imagination. As she finally came to terms with what had been said, the pieces of the puzzle began to slot into place. Lord Harpington had been speaking with highwaymen in the woodlands, but not the ones who had written this letter. These individuals had betrayed him for their own benefit, taking Luke so they could use him for blackmail.

      

      That meant that what she had overheard had been Lord Harpington’s frustration with the continued absence of Luke. Presumably, he had been anticipating word from his men, that would tell him that the job had been completed and Luke was dead. When that word had not come, he had been forced to take measures to understand what had gone awry in his plan.

      

      You did not expect betrayal, did you? Fury burned like a furnace in her chest. Lord Harpington had been the one who had tried to besmirch her. He had been the one who had taken her necklace. And he had been the one to orchestrate this entire debacle, so he might fortify his position as heir to the dukedom—a right that, by birth, did not actually belong to him. He had wanted Luke out of the way, so there would be no future threat. And the Duke’s rash decision to speak with a lawyer had only exacerbated matters, no doubt fortifying the fear of a usurping in Lord Harpington’s mind.

      

      You monster… Horror bristled in her veins, as she thought back to every kindness she had shown Lord Harpington. All the while, he had been the one to cause her nightmares. All the while, he had been the one in possession of her necklace. She did not know how he had managed to return to the house that night, before she and Luke did, but nothing seemed impossible anymore.

      

      Taking a deep, shaky breath, she folded up the letter and slipped it into the neckline of her gown. No matter how much she hated Lord Harpington now, there were bigger matters to contend with. She did not believe the splintered band of highwaymen were bluffing with regards to Luke’s safety, and she would not jeopardize his life for the sake of her anger and disgust. They had asked her to keep the letter’s presence from Lord Harpington, and she planned to do just that. Once Luke was back in her arms, she would deal with Lord Harpington’s terrible inflictions.

      

      Or, should I say, the Sphinx’s terrible inflictions. Rallying her courage, she got up and headed out of the drawing room. She knew that the Duke had gone back to Lidderdale Castle once more, which meant she would be able to speak with him alone, far from the gaze of Lord Harpington.

      

      Racing as fast her feet would carry her, she sprinted out of the house and across the driveway, careening around the corner as she made her way towards the stables. She knew it was unseemly to travel alone, without a chaperone, but desperate times called for desperate measures. And, besides, the highwaymen on the road were no longer her greatest concern. Not when the devil himself resided within the wall of the Rowfex Estate.
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      Teresa had always been a skilled horsewoman, thanks to her father’s teachings, and she was putting every ounce of that ability to use as she thundered down the road towards Lidderdale Castle. The stable master had been curious as to why she needed a horse, but she had explained that there was something urgent she needed to tell the Duke—she had been vague, insisting it related to appearance of more highwaymen in the fields surrounding the Rowfex Estate and the need to bring the guard back as soon as possible, for the sake of protecting the Manor. It had put enough fear into the man’s heart to urge him to ready a horse for her.

      

      Her eyes widened as she approached the grim castle, with its imposing spires and unwelcoming fortifications. In her mind, she had pictured it rather differently. But that did not matter. Her sole purpose was to find the Duke and tell him about the blackmail, whilst keeping Lord Harpington out of it. She had already come up with a suitable lie, and she hoped that the Duke would not see through it.

      

      Riding along the driveway and over the rickety drawbridge, she dismounted and approached the door. Knocking violently, she awaited an answer. It came, a few minutes later, as an elderly gentleman peered through the gap.

      

      “Might I be of assistance, Miss?” he asked, staring at her with rheumy eyes.

      

      She nodded. “I was wondering if you might tell me where I can find His Grace, the Duke of Rowfex?”

      

      “They are within, Miss, partaking in some luncheon.”

      

      Relief washed over her. “Might there be a room where I may speak with the Duke in private? It is a very urgent matter, regarding his son.”

      

      “That can be arranged, I should imagine.” The butler opened the door wider and allowed Teresa to step inside. “Follow me.” He led her through the medieval foyer, complete with empty suits of armor that looked like frozen phantoms, paused in mid-battle. Though it was warm and bright outside, within this castle it was cold and gloomy.

      

      Walking along a wide hallway, where crests and coats of arms adorned the walls, alongside rusted blades and flickering sconces, the butler paused beside an iron door and opened it. He ushered Teresa inside. Beyond, lay a dusty drawing room of sorts, though it was too small to be used for any sort of entertaining. The floors were solid stone, the walls made of wood, with carvings of vines and vases and shields etched upon it.

      

      Nothing about this place made Teresa feel comfortable, but then she was not here on comfortable business. She waited nervously as the butler went to fetch the Duke. He appeared several minutes later, looking somewhat troubled by this unexpected interruption.

      

      “Miss Dowels? You should not be here,” he said. “Have you no chaperone?”

      

      She shook her head. “There was no time, Your Grace. I had to come to you as swiftly as possible, for there is some dire news that you must hear of. News that I may only tell you, which is why I had to come alone.”

      

      He frowned. “What news? Have you heard from my son?”

      

      “Not exactly, Your Grace.” She took a shallow breath. “I have received correspondence from a blackmailer—they have Lord Luke in their possession, and they wish remuneration if they are to release him.” She took the smaller note from her pocket, detailing the required sum, and handed it to him.

      

      “What cruel trickery is this?”

      

      “They are under the employment of the Sphinx, who wishes to extort you for money, in exchange for Lord Luke’s life,” she replied. “I know you will be wondering why I was the one to receive the correspondence. In truth, I do not have an answer for you. I believe it may be something to do with the fellow that was captured and placed in the outbuilding. He knew that I valued my position in the household, which may have led him to the conclusion that I would be the most trustworthy.”

      

      The Duke stared at the note. “This is extortion indeed, Miss Dowels.” He looked back up at her. “Tell me, have you spoken to anyone else of this?”

      

      “I have not, Your Grace. The kidnappers told me not to tell another soul, aside from you, or they would kill Lord Luke.”

      

      Truly, there was nobody else she needed to inform. The letter had told her to keep it from Lord Harpington, and she did not wish to alert him to what the blackmailers had offered, lest he discover them and kill Luke before his freedom could be purchased. Which was why she had not waited for the Duke to come back from Lidderdale Castle.

      

      The Duke nodded slowly. “Very wise, Miss Dowels.” He sighed wearily. “But what am I to do with this? I… I cannot take it to the constables, nor can I take it to the other magistrates. If I were to do that, it may put my son’s life in further peril.”

      

      And you would have to admit the secret that has plagued your family for thirty years. She did not say so out loud, for she did not wish to embarrass the Duke, or reveal what she knew.

      

      “Then what will you do, Your Grace?”

      

      The Duke ran an anxious hand through his hair. “I must give them what they have asked for. They will kill my boy if I do not.”

      

      Now that she was sitting before him, Teresa could not help but examine his features. His hair was graying, but the color beneath was the same dark shade of brown as Luke’s. Lady Philomena, Lady Elspeth, and Lord Thomas all shared the same color, too, and possessed the darker, sapphire blue in their eyes which Lord Harpington lacked. It was blatantly obvious, now that it had been brought to her attention.

      

      “And what of Lord Harpington and the Duchess? Will you tell them of this?” She held her breath, hoping for the right answer.

      

      He shook his head. “No. No, I will not trouble them with this matter. It is my duty, and my duty alone, to see my boy returned. It says here that I am to pass the money to you, and that you are to make the exchange.” The blackmailers had written a less detailed account of matters on the smaller piece of paper, giving the Duke only what he needed to know.

      

      “Yes, Your Grace.”

      

      “Why would they do that?”

      

      She shrugged anxiously. “Perhaps they fear that, if you were to be the one to make the exchange, you might bring men with you.”

      

      “Have they told you where you are to meet?”

      

      She shook her head, hating that she was deceiving this gentleman. “I received another note, that said only this: “Meet us tomorrow at four o’clock along the road. Ride south, and you will be found. Bring nobody with you, or Lord Luke will die.” They gave no further details, Your Grace.”

      

      The Duke narrowed his eyes at her. “And who is to say that you have no part in this?”

      

      Shock struck her in the heart. “Your Grace, I would never betray your family. I realize you do not know me very well, but I am an honest young lady. I adore your family, and your children, and I want nothing more than to see Lord Luke restored. I was as surprised as you, when they urged me to be the go-between. In truth, I wish they had not chosen me, for I am terrified of making a mistake that may see Lord Luke destroyed.”

      

      “I would like nothing more than to believe you, Miss Dowels, and so I will give you this one proviso. I will make this exchange and allow you to be the one to deliver it. However, if you do not return, or my son does not, then you will be the one to suffer for it. I will ride to the ends of this earth to find you, if I discover that you have betrayed us.”

      

      Anger jabbed at her core. In that moment, she wanted nothing more than to reveal everything to him. How could he make such accusations, when it was Lord Harpington who was the evildoer? The young man that he had sworn to care for as his own. If he had done a better job of it, perhaps none of this would have happened. She bit her tongue, knowing it would only cause more chaos if she gave into her impulse.

      

      Swallowing her pride, she held the Duke’s gaze. “That is fair, Your Grace. I will do all I can to prove that I am what I say I am, and that I want nothing other than Lord Luke’s safe return.”

      

      “Then I will leave the guard to continue their search and return to the house with you now. We do not have much time,” he said, his tone still cold. “And you are to say nothing to anyone of this, do you understand? This is to remain between us and the blackmailers. My wife has been through enough.”

      

      And Lord Harpington? Once again, she held her tongue.

      

      “Very good, Your Grace.” She bowed her head, struggling to fight with her churning emotions. It sickened her to know that Lord Harpington was wandering free as he pleased, with nothing but Luke’s death upon his mind. It frightened her all the more to wonder what plans he had conjured for her, if his plan to murder his brother had gone as he had hoped. Would he have finished what he began that night?

      

      “Then let us go. We do not have a moment to lose.”
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        * * *

      

      Luke stirred from a restless slumber, brought on by overwhelming fatigue. He had tried to fight it, but oblivion had taken him, nonetheless. As he awoke, he jumped in fright to find Stuart sitting in front of him, staring.

      

      “Ah, he awakens at last,” Stuart said, with a smirk.

      

      “What is the meaning of this?”

      

      Stuart shrugged. “Just wanted te make sure our prize cow weren’t dead. It’d be no good if ye was. Yer goin’ te make us all very rich. At least, I hope ye will, else ye’ll have naught to look forward te but a shallow grave.”

      

      “Teresa… you must help her.” He remembered what his last thought had been, before weariness had claimed him. “She is in a great deal of danger, if what you told me was true.”

      

      “I’ll be seein’ her soon enough, M’Lord. Never ye worry.”

      

      He frowned. “What do you mean?”

      

      “We’re waitin’ on an exchange of goods, M’Lord. If it all goes well, ye’ll be out of here tomorrow.”

      

      “But what has Miss Dowels got to do with any of this?”

      

      Stuart grinned. “I figured she’d be the one with the most te lose, and a young lass can be very persuasive when love is on the table. I seen the way she looks at ye, M’Lord. And I seen the way ye look at her. She were the obvious choice te get this exchange. Discreet, too, which is what we want. Wouldn’t want the Sphinx findin’ out about this, now, would we?”

      

      “You must take me with you,” Luke urged. All he wanted was to see Teresa again, and let her know that everything was going to be well.

      

      “Nah, I don’t think that’s wise, M’Lord. Ye’ll stay here ‘til it’s done, then we’ll let ye go on yer merry way.”

      

      “You do not comprehend the severity of the situation, Stuart. My brother will kill her if he discovers what she is doing.” Luke’s chest gripped in a vise of fear.

      

      “Then let’s both hope she can keep her mouth shut, eh?”
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        * * *

      

      Louisa dried her eyes upon a handkerchief as Edmund held her tight, comforting her in her hour of need. She had not been able to sleep or eat since Luke had disappeared, and she knew that Edmund was just as wounded by the circumstances. He looked so pale and anxious, with that grisly scar upon his cheek. It was healing well, but she knew it would always be with him, as a reminder of what had happened.

      

      “Your father loves you. You know that—tell me you know that?” She sighed. “I know he has seemed rather cold towards you, and I am sorry for that. It is not his fault, and it is not your fault, either. But he loves you. He truly does. And, what is more, he loves you by choice.”

      

      Edmund pulled away and stared at her. “You know?”

      

      She nodded slowly. “I knew someone had taken the letter that I addressed to you. Who else would have taken it, but the person it was intended for?” She saw no reason to continue lying. She did not know if Luke was dead, or would soon be, but she wanted to reassure Edmund that his position as heir would always belong to him. She wanted to comfort him, as he had comforted her.

      

      “I suppose I should have left it there,” he said quietly.

      

      “I kept hoping you would come to me, so that I could explain myself, but you never did.” Tears sprang to her eyes again. “I am sorry that I did this to you. I am sorry that your father was not kinder to you. He has tried, and he does love you. He never truly intended to rob you of your inheritance. It was nothing more than a reaction to seeing you so very unwell, when you returned. He has ceased those pursuits, I assure you. And, as for the past few days, it was only the fact that Luke had been taken that made him behave so callously. But that does not change his true affection for you. It had not changed his mind about allowing you to continue on as heir. You have proven yourself to be his son, beyond all expectation. He wants you to be the heir. He would never seek to take that from you. Nor would Luke.”

      

      “How can you know that? How do you know he and Father are not plotting to take it from me? Do you read Father’s every letter? Have you not noticed them speaking in private? Have you not noticed how Father brings Luke to all of our discussions about the estate? Moreover, have you not seen the lawyer’s seal on Father’s correspondence? I have. I have seen it all.” A bitterness edged into Edmund’s words that made Louisa’s heart heavy.

      

      “Neither Luke nor your father would do that to you. I know that, because Luke knows the secret, too, and he has said nothing,” she replied. “He wants it to stay a secret. As for the lawyers, I am sure it is nothing of note. I have not seen anything to concern yourself over. I have only seen letters from them regarding a business venture your father is considering.”

      

      “Even if that is true, regarding the lawyers—if father were to die, urging Luke to take his rightful place, do you think my brother would have remained silent on the matter?”

      

      Louisa nodded. “Luke has never wanted responsibility, and he has never wanted to be a duke. He would struggle, even, with a marquessate. He is a free-spirited creature, as you know. He would always rather take the easy path, and he loves you dearly. You are his brother, in every sense of the word. He wants the dukedom to be yours one day, I know he does. He does not want it for himself.”

      

      “Why are you telling me this now?” Edmund stepped away from her and went to the window, his gaze steely.

      

      “Because I can see the pain that you are in. I can see how wounded you are by your father’s response to your own injuries, and the lack of compassion he showed when you returned from the war and from Lidderdale Castle. It is making bad memories resurface. I can tell.” Desperation made the words tumble from her mouth. “I want you to know that your place here will never change. Your father does not want it to change. He has told me so himself since ceasing his exchange with the lawyers, and he has told me, often, how much he loves, and appreciates, and admires you. He made a mistake. Surely, you can forgive him for that?”

      

      “I have seen no signs of his admiration that could warrant forgiveness. If he truly feels that way, he has a poor way of showing it,” Edmund muttered.

      

      “Yes. Yes, he does.” Louisa stood and joined him at the window, putting her hand on his arm. “But he does love you. Your father and brother both. You may not be his blood, but you are in his heart, and you are as much a part of this family as anyone.”

      

      Edmund snorted. “Then why does it always feel as though I am on the edge, looking in? Even now, when you claim there is no threat.” He shook his head. “Why did you have to write those ridiculous letters? Why could you not have kept it to yourself, locked away in your mind?”

      

      “I wish I had.”

      

      Edmund glanced at her. “No, you wrote those letters to rid yourself of your own guilt. You wanted them to be found, so you would not have to bear the entire weight of your secret. It is the only reason you would have done that. As for why you included any mention of the lawyer—you must have taken temporary leave of your senses.”

      

      “Edmund… that is not fair,” she said, wounded.

      

      “And this is fair?” He gestured to himself. “For seven-and-twenty years, you allowed me to believe that I was the true heir to this household. You allowed me to believe that the Duke was my father. And you allowed me to believe that I belonged here. All you had to do was remain silent, and make sure Father did nothing foolish, and I might have been granted happiness. But you could not.”

      

      “Oh Edmund.”

      

      “Would you like to know the worst part about it, Mother?”

      

      Her eyes widened, not sure if she did wish to know.

      

      “The worst part is,” he continued. “My first emotion upon reading that letter was not anger or resentment—it was relief. I was relieved that, at long last, I finally had a reason for my father’s ambivalence towards me. I finally understood why I had felt like an outsider my entire life.”

      

      “You are not an outsider, my darling boy. You never have been,” Louisa insisted, wishing she had more evidence to prove her point.

      

      Edmund smiled coldly. “You and I both know that is not true. How could I have been loved by either of you, when I came from a brutal assault? How could Father ever let me have his dukedom, knowing that? I am a living reminder of what happened to you. I am a living reminder of the event that almost lost the Duke his bride. You may have found love again, over these years, but you did not give any of it to me.”

      

      “Please, Edmund… we have both loved you with all of our hearts. I promise you; we have. When you were still growing within my belly, I told you that I would never punish you for your real father’s actions. And I have never done so. Your father swore it, too.”

      

      “Then you have both broken your promises.” Edmund turned and stalked towards the door, disappearing before Louisa could call him back.

      

      Devastated, she sank to her knees and held her head in her hands, hot tears coursing down her cheeks. In the space of a single conversation, she realized that she had lost both of her sons. And she had no idea if she would ever be able to get them back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

        

      

    

    
      The following day could not have come soon enough. Teresa had done as the Duke had asked, saying nothing to the other inhabitants of the house. Instead, she’d retreated to her bedchamber and stayed there, thinking of nothing but having Luke back beside her. As the clock chimed half-past three, she made her way downstairs and exited the house, where a horse was waiting. The Duke held the reins.

      

      “Remember our pact, Miss Dowels,” he said.

      

      She nodded. “I will, Your Grace.”

      

      “Here is the money they asked for.” He handed a cloth pouch to Teresa. She had never been in the presence of so much immediate wealth in all her life and wondered where the Duke had taken it from. She presumed he had a vault of some kind, though she had never seen it. Why would she have seen it?

      

      “I will see Lord Luke freed, Your Grace.”

      

      “I pray that you do.” With a nervous sigh, he helped Teresa into the saddle. With nothing left to say, she turned the horse around and headed away from the Rowfex Estate, following the southern road as she had been instructed.

      

      Some twenty minutes later, a building came into view, tucked away at the side of the road. A wooden sign swung from its fixtures, with a carving of St. George defeating the dragon emblazoned on the front. This was where she was to meet with Stuart Bollands.

      

      Dismounting once she reached the inn, she left the horse tied outside and ducked beneath the low lintel, into the building. A dense haze of blue-tinged smoke filled the room, the acrid scent of tobacco stinging her nostrils. But at least it took away from the aroma of stale, soured ale.

      

      She peered through the bluish haze of the room and found Stuart sitting at a table in the corner. Luke was not with him, but she had not expected him to be. Still, it was something of a disappointment. Steeling herself, she approached the table and sat down.

      

      “Miss Dowels, I were wonderin’ if ye’d be bold enough to come.” Stuart gave a sharp chuckle.

      

      “I did as I was told, Mr. Bollands,” she replied tersely.

      

      “And ye’ve got the money?”

      

      She nodded and removed the pouch from her cloak, sliding it furtively across the table. He snapped it up and held it beneath the table, his eyes glancing over the money inside. A small smile curved up the corners of his lips, seemingly satisfied.

      

      “It is all there, Mr. Bollands. I can assure you of that.”

      

      He grinned. “Aye, looks like yer right, Miss Dowels.”

      

      “Does that mean you will release Lord Luke?”

      

      “I’m a man of me word,” he replied. “But there’s one other term I need te make certain of, before I set him loose.”

      

      “Go on…”

      

      “If we release His Lordship, yer not te tell a soul of this exchange. No constables, no magistrates, no-one. You leave us be, and we’ll leave Lord Luke and his family be. There’ll be no more highwaymen, and there won’t be no further demands. This is where it ends. If ye go runnin’ te the authorities, then we might be forced te make another demand.”

      

      Teresa nodded. “This is where it will end, then.”

      

      “As for the Sphinx, ye can do whatever ye like with him, now this is done with.” Stuart chuckled. “He’s not got nobody left te work fer him. We’re all finished with him. So, do as ye please. Take yer revenge. And I pray ye get it, Miss Dowels. I truly do. I weren’t lyin’ when I said ye reminded me of me own girl. And I’d expect her te get her revenge, if she were in yer situation.”

      

      “Was there anything else, Mr. Bollands?”

      

      He shook his head. “No, yer free te go.”

      

      “When will you be releasing Lord Luke?”

      

      “Soon as I get back, ye have me word on that.”

      

      With her heart pounding, she thanked him curtly and made her way out of the inn. Getting back into the saddle, she rode back towards the Rowfex Estate, praying that she had not put her faith in the wrong person. Although, she supposed she would find out soon enough.
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        * * *

      

      “Then where is he, Miss Dowels?” the Duke hissed, as they took a turn about the gardens. The children were playing nearby, oblivious to the conflict between their governess and their father.

      

      “I do not know, Your Grace.” It had been several hours since she had returned from the inn, and there had been no sign of Luke whatsoever. With each minute that passed, her fear grew. For, if she had been lied to, then she would be the one to suffer for it.

      

      “I should never have allowed you to go alone,” the Duke muttered. “I should have taken the guard and seized that wretch, so that I could demand he take us immediately to my son.”

      

      Just then, a scream pierced the air, so loud and cutting that it made both the Duke and Teresa turn in fright. Teresa did not wait for permission. Running as fast as she could, she sprinted around the side of the Manor until she reached the driveway. There, riding through the gates and getting closer, was Moonstruck. And upon the horse’s back… Luke.

      

      The Duchess was hurtling from the Manor towards him, with Lord Harpington frozen on the steps. Teresa paid him no attention as she followed the Duchess, the two of them arriving beside Moonstruck at the same time.

      

      “My boy! My darling boy!” the Duchess howled, as Luke pulled the horse to a halt and shakily dismounted. Aside from a few scrapes and bruises, he did not seem injured. However, as his mother pulled him into a tight embrace, he winced slightly.

      

      “I am home, Mother,” he replied, his eyes fixed on Teresa. How she wished she could have fallen into his arms and held him close, kissing him over and over until she was certain that he was real. But if she were to do that in front of the Duke and the Duchess, she knew it would not turn out well. Instead, she offered him her broadest smile, and prayed that the message was conveyed.

      

      “Where have you been? Oh, my sweet boy, are you well? Did they hurt you?” The Duchess looked him over, tears streaming down her face.

      

      “I have several aches and pains, but I am otherwise unharmed,” he replied. “As for where I have been, I am not the one to answer that.” He looked up as Lord Harpington approached.

      

      “What do you mean, my dear boy?” the Duchess asked, as the Duke joined the small group.

      

      “Edmund, perhaps you should be the one to explain everything,” Luke said, his eyes narrowing. “Or should I use your true name?”

      

      Lord Harpington paled. “I do not know of what you speak.”

      

      “Even now, you are intent on lying?” Luke shot back.

      

      “I have not lied, as far as I can recall.” Lord Harpington held his ground, whilst Teresa burned with rage.

      

      “Could someone explain what is happening?” the Duchess murmured, her expression bemused.

      

      “Edmund is the one who did this to me,” Luke said. “He tried to have me killed, but his henchmen betrayed him, and sought a reward for me instead. He is the Sphinx, Mother. He is the one who brought the highwaymen to our home. He is the one who injured Miss Dowels. And he is the one who shot me in the arm. That was his first attempt at killing me. All because we do not share the same father, and he feared I might try to usurp him. Something I never intended to do.”

      

      “You are the liar,” Lord Harpington snarled.

      

      “Why, that is nonsense, Luke.” The Duchess glanced between her sons. “Of course he is not the Sphinx. You must be mistaken. Did the people who took you tell you that? They are surely wrong?”

      

      Teresa stepped forward, unable to restrain herself a moment longer. “No, Your Grace, it is the truth. He has my necklace upon him, somewhere. And he is what Lord Luke says he is. The highwaymen were working for Lord Harpington, but they were tired of his demands and strove to obtain remuneration for themselves. They were ordered to kill Lord Luke, but they did not, knowing he would be more valuable to them alive. I can show you the letter, if you need further proof. It details everything.”

      

      “What letter?” the Duke barked.

      

      “I was instructed to keep it from you until the exchange had been made. I hope you will be able to forgive me for that deception. I was told that, if I revealed it, Lord Luke would not survive. Nevertheless, it was delivered to me, and explained everything about Lord Harpington’s activities.” Teresa delved into her pockets and took out the letter, handing it to the Duke. Lord Harpington lunged forward to try and snatch it, but the Duke was too quick.

      

      “You both knew?” The Duke looked back up at Luke and Lord Harpington. “You both knew the truth?”

      

      “You should have buried it. You should never have doubted me and gone to that lawyer. I am not afflicted in my mind. Even if I were, that would be your doing, Father.” Lord Harpington rasped. “Although, I suppose I have no right to call you that, do I? If you had kept it buried and trusted in me, none of this would have happened. Luke would never have discovered the truth, and I would never have worried that my position was on fragile ground because of your actions when I returned from the war.”

      

      “Did you know about this?” The Duke turned towards the Duchess. “Did you know that they both knew?”

      

      She nodded sadly. “I did, but I hoped that nothing would come of it. Neither of them approached me, so I thought it had been forgotten, and everything would be fine. I was wrong, my love… forgive me.”

      

      “You are to blame for this.” Lord Harpington glowered at the Duke and Duchess. “You made a promise, and you broke it. You treated me with ambivalence and disdain. All these years, I wondered why, until I finally had my answer. How could I not have feared for my future, with that looming over me? I saw your letters these past few months—I know what you have been trying to do. Finishing what you started two years ago, if I am not mistaken?””

      

      “I would never have taken it from you,” Luke spat. “Even if I could forgive you for this, I could never forgive you for what you tried to do to Miss Dowels.”

      

      “I might have done you a favor, Brother,” Lord Harpington hissed. “For, if I had succeeded, you would not have fallen in love with her. And you would not be able to bring embarrassment upon our family by loving her.”

      

      “Pardon?” the Duchess gasped.

      

      “It should not have mattered whom I loved, since I had no desire to take your position.” Luke ignored his mother’s horrified expression, though Teresa could not. It did not spell good tidings for her relationship with Luke.

      

      “It was my duty to make sure you behaved,” Lord Harpington retorted. “It has always been my duty. And I was tired of being second best. You always did as you pleased, with no consequences for your actions. Whereas, if I put a foot wrong, I was scorned for it.”

      

      “And I deserved to die for that?” Luke stared at him.

      

      “You were a threat,” Lord Harpington replied simply. “And you know that is not the full reason. You know about the lawyer. You know what Father was trying to do.”

      

      “He ended that pursuit!” Luke barked.

      

      Lord Harpington. “And how am I to believe that, after all the lies I have been told?”

      

      “Is this true, Edmund?” The Duke brandished the letter, his face a mixture of emotions—grief, pain, anger, disbelief.

      

      Lord Harpington smirked. “Of course it is. You created that monster. All of the pain you put me through—I channeled it into something useful. Something to preserve my future.”

      

      “You attacked Miss Dowels?” the Duchess choked.

      

      “I did, but I did not know who she was. In truth, I only wished to frighten her. I would never have besmirched her. Why would I have wanted to echo my real father’s behavior?” He put his hand in his waistcoat pocket and took out the necklace. Teresa gaped at it, her heart almost stopping. None of this had seemed real until that moment.

      

      “And you tried to have Luke killed? Please, say that is not true,” the Duchess begged.

      

      “I did. It is true. I have given you my reasons, and I will not repeat them,” Lord Harpington answered, before turning back to Luke. “I suppose you will be wanting to take me to the authorities, so I can receive my just rewards?”

      

      The Duke stepped forward. “No… we cannot involve the authorities. I will not see my son hanging from the gallows.”

      

      Lord Harpington frowned. “But I am not your son.”

      

      “You are, Edmund. You have always been.” The Duke sighed. “I have treated you unfairly, I understand that, and I should never have tried to take your inheritance from you. But I have always loved you. You have always been part of this family. And I will not watch my son hang.”

      

      “Father…” Luke interjected, but the Duke shook his head.

      

      “He has behaved despicably, and that cannot go unpunished, but I will not endure the death of one of my children, not when I am partially responsible for this,” he said firmly. “You are not a father, so you cannot understand. No matter what he has done, I will not allow him to die for it. Instead, he will live out the rest of his days with the guilt of it.”

      

      “I agree, Your Grace,” Teresa said. Everyone turned to look at her. “Broken men do terrible things. My own father always told me that. I do not believe in a life for a life, nor an eye for an eye.”

      

      Luke’s eyes widened. “But he hurt you, Miss Dowels.”

      

      “Yes, he did, as he hurt you. But that is not cause to see him die,” she replied softly.

      

      “Then what will become of me?” Lord Harpington glanced at the Duke and waited for the axe to fall.

      

      “You will not be delivered to the authorities, as long as you leave this house and never return, and keep the truth of your heritage to yourself,” the Duke said. “I will make arrangements for you in Spain, to live a quiet and peaceful life. You will stay there, or I will have no choice but to hand you to the magistrates for a real sentencing. I will construct a tale, to falsify your death, and your titles will be given to Luke.”

      

      “Why?” Lord Harpington sounded confused. “Why would you do that for me, after so many years of spurning me? Surely, this is your opportunity to rid yourself of me for good, as you have always wanted?”

      

      The Duke sighed. “Because I agree with Miss Dowels, and I do not want to bring any further pain upon our family. Your mother would never endure watching you die, and neither would I. Think of this as my penance, for all the years I treated you wrongly, and for my actions after you returned from the war. And let us be even, at last.”

      

      “If I may?” Luke cut in. “That necklace does not belong to you.”

      

      Lord Harpington held it out and Luke took it, before placing it in Teresa’s palm. Her heart swelled as she felt the cool metal against her skin, knowing it was back where it belonged, in her possession. Just as Luke was back where he belonged. She covered the necklace with her fingers and struggled to hold fight away the tears that threatened to fall.

      

      Somehow, against all odds, they had triumphed. Luke was alive. The Sphinx had been thwarted. And the secrets that had threatened to tear this family apart had been put to rest once more, never to see the light of day again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Luke emerged into the dusky twilight, seeking out Teresa. She had told him she would be out here, and that he could find her once he had finished talking with his mother and father. They had been in the drawing room for the better part of two hours, discussing the matter of his relationship with Teresa.

      

      “How did they take the news?” Teresa asked, looking up as he approached.

      

      He smiled, feeling content at last. “They were averse, at first. However, they have come to understand that I love you, and that will not change. I suppose they think it is a small price to pay, after what you suffered at my brother’s hands. In the end, they could not deny my request. You know too much, Teresa, and it has worked in our favor.” He gave a soft chuckle as he reached out and grasped her waist, eager to feel her against him.

      

      “They have agreed?” she gasped, pressing her palms to his chest.

      

      “They will announce the engagement tomorrow, and we will be wed as soon as Edmund has been delivered safely to Spain.” He was currently under lock and key in his bedchamber, awaiting his voyage to the continent. Their father was to accompany him, to make sure he did not try to escape. Although, Luke had no fears that he would—Edmund had realized that he had been defeated. Perhaps, a calm and quiet life was precisely what he needed.

      

      Teresa’s mouth spread into a wide grin. “I am grateful to see you safely returned, my love. I thought of nothing but you whilst you were gone. I did all of this, so I could have you back in my arms.”

      

      “You are more courageous than anyone I have ever met, and more generous of spirit, too,” Luke replied. “You would have been within your rights to want Edmund punished, and nobody would have blamed you for it.”

      

      “He will be gone from here, and that is all I want,” she said.

      

      He smoothed his hand across her chest and toyed with the necklace at her throat. “Are you still glad you came here, sweeting?”

      

      “I would not have found you if I had not.” She looped her arms around his neck.

      

      “I will forever be grateful for that.” He leaned in and kissed her, pressing his lips against hers with a desperate hunger. He had been waiting for this moment, and now that they were due to be wed, it felt all the more wonderful.

      

      She kissed him back with equal fervor, her tongue moving against his, and her fingertips tugging gently at his dark curls. Letting his hands smooth across the contours of her waist, he gripped the fabric of her gown and pulled her ever closer, his breath quickening as he held her. Finally, they would be at peace.
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        * * *

      

      Their wedding had been a very subdued affair that morning. The actual ceremony took place in the small chapel attached to the Rowfex Estate, with only Luke’s family and the servants in the congregation. Listening to the vicar join them together for the rest of their lives, Teresa and Luke gazed lovingly at one another. Finally, they were one in God’s eyes. After the vows and prayers were completed, there was much ceremony around signing the aged register in the vestry. They were legally married, and it could not have come soon enough.

      

      Teresa and Luke were then made to sit with the Duke and Duchess in the drawing room whilst awaiting all the guests to arrive for a luncheon hosted by Teresa’s new in-laws. Teresa got her first taste of what it meant to be a part of one of the oldest families in England, and when it became daunting she glanced at her new husband, letting herself get lost in the look of love he bestowed on her.

      

      Finally, just as she was beginning to tire from so many introductions, they were ushered to a grandly decorated dining room. It was so bright and magical, with the glow of hundreds of candles reflected in the elegant silver and china, and the sound of a hundred voices wishing them well. Teresa found herself in a daze, as though it was all happening in a wonderful dream. One she never wanted to awaken from.

      

      Speeches were followed by toasts and when, finally, Teresa was able to eat a few bites of the wonderfully opulent spread of delicacies, she wanted nothing more than to go somewhere quiet with her new husband.

      

      By the time they were able to sneak away to chambers newly renovated for them, they were both so overwhelmed they agreed to rest for a short while after changing out of their wedding finery. The room was filled with moonlight when Teresa awoke, Luke gently touching her face and whispering her name. She gave an involuntary exclamation of surprise, unsure at first where she was.

      

      “You need never be afraid with me, my love.” Luke tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. Taking her by the hand, they swiftly left the now too-quiet manor, and raced across the gardens, running over the lawns until they reached the forest that bordered the property. He knew of a glade within, where he often came to think.

      

      “Where are we going?” She giggled.

      

      “A private place, where we may be alone,” he replied. Helping her through the undergrowth, they arrived at the glade, where moonlight spilled down through the trees. There, he removed his overcoat and laid it down on the grass. She did the same with her cloak, creating a makeshift bed upon which they could be together.
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        * * *

      

      Luke seized her eagerly about the waist, making her shriek with delight. Wrapping her arms around him, she plundered his lips with delirious abandon. Here, they could be at peace. Here, nobody would find them. It was their own private world—something she had desired for a long time.

      

      Arching her neck back, she shivered with delight as he kissed along the line of her throat, his tongue dampening her smooth skin. His fingertips reached for the fastenings of her gown, pushing the sleeves until the garment pooled to the ground. Spurred on by desire, she unbuttoned his shirt and cast it aside, admiring his muscular torso in the silvery light.

      

      He grasped her face and kissed her hard, all of their passion colliding as they feverishly undressed one another. Naked beneath the moonlight, Luke held her in his strong arms and laid her gently on the ground. Nervous excitement broiled in her stomach as he lay beside her, his member protruding in a rather formidable manner. It was far larger than she had thought possible, and she did not quite know how it might fit within her.

      

      As his lips plundered hers once more, his palm smoothed across the contours of her waist and reached for her supple breast, massaging it slowly. A cry escaped her throat as he dipped his head and took her hardened nipple in his mouth, sucking in a way that set her entire body alight.

      

      “I will not hurt you, Teresa,” he murmured, as he returned to her lips.

      

      “I am glad to hear that.” It had been her sole worry, not knowing what was about to happen, both carried away by their carnal impulses. And yet, she was intrigued to discover what pleasures he might bring to her.

      

      “But I do wish to explore you, if you would allow me?” His thumb brushed across her throat, as his tongue danced against hers.

      

      She nodded tentatively. “I should like that… very much.”

      

      Luke pressed himself down upon her, his lips devouring hers. Skin to skin, Teresa no longer cared that her breasts were bare. Indeed, as he began to massage her plump bosom and took her nipple into his mouth again, she was glad that there were no garments to restrict his reach.

      

      Lying back on the soft ground, she thrashed wildly as he made his way down her stomach, kissing every inch of her. Her abdomen tightened as he reached her waist. Her back arched and a moan escaped her throat as he kissed lower, following the same path as the moonlight on her ivory skin.

      

      She almost screamed with ecstasy as he placed a kiss against her sweet, secret bud. It should have felt strange and outlandish, but it was too remarkable to concern herself over. The sensation was overwhelming. Already, her legs were shaking as he kissed her bud again.

      

      She had to grip his hair, her hands full of his curls, when she felt his tongue lash against that sweet spot, his mouth circling it so he could suck gently. Her eyes closed as she drifted deeper into euphoria, his tongue moving against that sacred place, hot and firm and wet. I did not know it could be like this. She turned her head and moaned as his fingertips began to slide up and down her swollen heat. It was as though her body was preparing for him, eager to accept that thick length into herself.

      

      “Oh… Luke… oh goodness,” she whimpered as his fingertips paused at her slickened entrance. She had to bite her lip to stop herself from crying out, as he slid a finger inside her, moving it slowly back and forth as his tongue continued to lash against her bud. The urge to scream in bliss only increased as he slid another finger inside her, waiting a moment to allow her to adjust.

      

      “Does that feel good?” He paused, glancing up at her.

      

      She nodded, though she no longer had any sense of anything but him and the sensations he was creating within her. He chuckled as he returned to what he was doing, sliding his fingers in and out of her secret bloom, as his tongue circled her most sensitive spot. Soon, she began to experience a very different feeling—a clench of her muscles, so intense and overwhelming that she did not know how she would endure it.

      

      Her fingertips clawed at the ground as a wave of raw, unadulterated bliss cascaded over her. It began in her core and spread out like a lightning bolt, making her shake and shudder until she could not bear it any longer. As her muscles pulsated, she lay back, completely spent and enveloped in an embrace of pure contentment.

      

      She gasped once more as Luke slid his fingers out of her, placing one last kiss on her sweet heat before he kissed his way back up her body. Lazily, she looped her arms about his neck as she pulled him in, kissing him hard on the mouth. He tasted slightly of salt and sweetness, his tongue moving against hers in a sensual rhythm.

      

      As he kissed her again, his hand trailed along her stomach and slid between her thighs, rubbing gently against her swollen bud. Her back arched as the first tendrils of pleasure began to edge through her body. She moaned as he moved his fingers lower, teasing her entrance. Grazing her lip with her teeth, her hips bucked as he slipped two fingers inside her, giving her a moment to adjust.

      

      His lips never left hers, accepting every gasp and moan, as he moved his fingers in and out, his thumb circling her sweet bud. Before she knew what was happening, a bombardment of ecstasy struck her, her muscles tensing as she indulged in that delicious, satisfying release.

      

      “I love you, Teresa. I would never do anything to hurt you,” he urged, kissing her again. This time, he felt her soften, her mouth slowly echoing his kiss. Her body relaxed against him, her tongue dancing with his as she pressed herself closer. As she looped her arms about his neck and drew him deeper into their kiss, he felt pure contentment.

      

      “I love you,” she whispered, as she moved her lips away from his and began to kiss along his jaw and down his neck. His breath quickened as she kissed the hollow at the bottom of his throat and down his chest.

      

      As her lips made their way back up his neck, she paused at his earlobe. Raking it gently with her teeth, he gripped her tighter, feeling his member harden. I want you…

      

      “How can I bring you pleasure?” she said, her breath ragged.

      

      He looked at her in surprise. “You do not need to, my love.”

      

      “But I want to. Show me how.”

      

      Tentatively, he lay down beside her, as she turned to face him. As he dipped his head to kiss her, he reached for her hand and brought it lower, to the protrusion that throbbed between them. Covering her hand with his, he wrapped it around his length and began to move it up and down, showing her what to do. He bit his lip, trying to restrain himself, as she began to move her hand of her own accord.

      

      Removing his fingertips, he let her find her rhythm, his whole body responding to her delicate touch. His breaths came in sharp gasps as the pleasure edged through him, his heart pounding. Suddenly, she pushed him flat and began to kiss across his chest, her hand still moving in that exquisite way. Her kisses trailed lower, his breath catching as her mouth closed around the tip of his member. Oh Teresa…

      

      Her head moved up and down as she took him into her mouth, the wet warmth bringing him closer to his own conclusion. Faster and faster she moved, until he felt his abdomen tightening. It would not be long now.

      

      “Stop,” he urged. “You must stop, or this will come to an end.”

      

      “So that is how I give you pleasure.” She giggled girlishly, making him grin.

      

      “Kiss me, so I may bring more pleasure to you, in return,” he urged. As his breath returned to normal, Luke shifted his body, changing his position so that he was above her. She gazed up into his eyes, no longer afraid of what might come next. Gently, he reached under her thigh and lifted it slightly, a cry slipping through her lips as she felt the pressure of his tip against her warm, damp sex.

      

      “Tell me if you want me to stop,” he said, before kissing her again.

      

      “I never want you to stop,” she replied huskily.

      

      Slowly, with one hand upon his member, he pushed himself inside her. Pleasure and pain mingled for a moment, before the latter subsided. It was a strange sensation, to be so entirely filled. He stilled for a few seconds, allowing her to get used to this new feeling. And then, he moved his hips back, pulling out of her until only the tip remained inside.

      

      Her nails raked at his back, her kiss even hungrier upon his lips, as he sank back into her depths. Taking his time, he thrust in and out of her with slow, measured strokes, letting the pleasure build within her. As he kissed her neck, grazing his teeth along her skin, he began to quicken the pace of his strokes. His breath became ragged as he plunged into her, his hand sliding down to caress her bud.

      

      “Luke…” She sighed, lifting her hips to meet his every thrust.

      

      “My love, my sweet, sweet, love.” He groaned against her ear as he moved faster, his fingertips matching his pace as he plundered her. His member pushed deeper with every stroke, until she began to feel that familiar tightening in her abdomen.

      

      He did not relent, his fingertips strumming quicker across her bud as his hips moved faster and faster, filling her up until she did not know how she might bear it any longer. She gripped him tight as a wave of bliss cascaded over her, bristling through her veins until she cried out.

      

      Her muscles tightened around him, bringing him towards his own release. He thrust a few more times before he stilled, a groan of pure pleasure coming from the back of his throat as he spilled his seed within her. She held him close, as he slid out and pushed back in once more, their bodies as one as they lay beneath the starry night.

      

      Wrapping her arms around him, she pulled him against her, reveling in the weight of him. They were married, and now had the liberty to enjoy one another as often as they pleased.

      

      As his breathing returned to normal, he lifted himself up and smiled down at her. His eyes shone with happiness, making her grin with utter contentment. In truth, she did not know how she had managed to be so fortunate.

      

      “I love you,” he murmured, bending to kiss her.

      

      “And I love you,” she whispered back.

      

      She had come to Rowfex with nothing and had expected nothing from the world. Through all the troubles and conflict, they had found one another, and she would never let him go. He was hers, and she was his, and nothing would ever pierce their private realm again.

      

      
        
        The End?
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        Eager to know more on how Teresa and Luke’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/prdb 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…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Sinful Duke she can’t Refuse

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Book

          

        

      

    

    
      For she had eyes and she chose him...

      

      Isabella Addison, only daughter of the Viscount of Gefferton, is forced to marry a hideous man...or so she thinks. Her view of the world changes entirely the day she meets him for the very first time.

      

      Emanuel Beckett, Duke of Helmsfield, lost himself twenty years ago—the day his parents were killed and his leg was amputated. Enraged by the upcoming marriage his aunt arranged without his consent, he realizes he has no other choice but to comply.

      

      But a smoldering attraction between them burns all initial doubts and a relentless courting begins...

      

      When an unexpected encounter awakens old memories for Emmanuel, he realises Isabella was the one holding the key to his redemption all along. In the blink of an eye, he will be led to the moment he had been waiting for his entire life: finding out what really happened the night his parents died.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          A Chance Meeting

        

      

    

    
      Diana Addison, Viscountess of Gefferton sat down at the table to write to her dear friend Helen, who she had not seen since they were both debutantes, nigh on thirty years ago.

      She paused, marveling at how fast time flew. The last time they were together, both were unmarried and breathlessly hopeful of catching a man’s eye during the Season. Now they were wives and mothers, whose husbands served at Whitehall together. It was quite unfortunate that they had not seen each other in all that time.

      She had heard at Lady Caldwell’s Venetian breakfast that Helen, Lady Edric Beckett, was in Town, seeking a bride for her nephew. There was a lot of talk as to why her nephew—whom Diana understood was a Duke, and extremely well off—would not simply participate in the Season. Quite a lot of conjecture, some of it very uncharitable, had been bandied about as to why this was so. Some said he was utterly hideous, while others had heard rumors that he was crippled. The on-dits were rather varied and some quite vicious. Diana felt bad for her former friend.

      If, indeed, Lady Edric was seeking a bride for her nephew, Diana might know just the girl.

      “Mother? Have you seen my book? I cannot seem to find it.” Her daughter, Isabella, walked absentmindedly into the room, eyes everywhere except on her mother, searching for whatever book she had lost.

      “No, I have not seen your book. I do not know which book you have currently pilfered from your father’s library. I suspect that if the servants ran across it as they cleaned, then they would have done the proper thing and returned it.”

      Her daughter sighed at her, large aggrieved brown eyes regarding her with disappointment. She tossed her chestnut hair haughtily over her shoulder, causing it to cascade in waves down her narrow back, framing her pale skin quite lovingly and highlighting the freckles across her nose. “I was reading it, Mother. They cannot just...take things as they please.”

      “Well, if you’re reading it, perhaps you shouldn’t leave it lying about.”

      Isabella glared daggers at her before she turned and flounced dramatically out of the room. Diana shook her head resignedly and with a sigh, returned to her letter. Yes, she was convinced that she and Helen could help each other. Helen required a bride for her nephew and Diana required a groom for her Isabella—bluestocking that she was, her daughter would probably not get married otherwise.
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel limped tiredly up the front steps, the edge of his prosthetic leg digging into the tip of his stump and causing him pain. He wanted nothing more than to take it off and rest. Pulling at his beard to distract himself, he absently nodded to the butler who greeted him as he walked through the front door. The butler was reaching for Emmanuel’s coat but he demurred, not wanting to stop until he could sit down.

      Stevens, the butler, obligingly followed him down the hall to his bed chamber. Because of the nature of his injury, this sometimes made climbing stairs a bit of a chore; it made sense to have his bed chamber on the first floor, right next to his study.

      Stevens waited—poised to help if needed—until Emmanuel had fallen into his leather armchair, before crossing to the armoire where a tray of drinks waited, to pour the Duke of Helmsfield a brandy.

      “Where’s Andrews?” Emmanuel looked up at Stevens as he handed him his drink.

      “Your valet shall be down momentarily, Your Grace. I have sent for him.”

      “Good man, Stevens. What would I do without you?”

      Stevens gave a stiff nod and the very ghost of a smile. “I expect you would manage, Your Grace.”

      Emmanuel opened his mouth to reply but at that moment the door opened and Andrews stepped in. He helped His Grace take off his breeches and then proceeded to unstrap his prosthetic leg at waist and thigh.

      “Shall I bring your soothing cream, Your Grace?” he asked as soon as he had set the leg to lean against Emmanuel’s chair.

      “If you would be so kind, my good man.”

      The door had scarcely closed behind Andrews when a tentative knock had Stevens opening it again to take the tray proferred. He placed it on the table so that it was accessible without Emmanuel having to move anything but his arm.

      “Some refreshments to tide you over until dinner time. I believe your aunt has invited company.”

      Emmanuel sighed. “What kind of company?”

      “A Lady Gefferton, I believe.”

      Emmanuel slumped further into his seat in defeat. “Will Lord Edric be joining us for this dinner?”

      Stevens cleared his throat to disguise his amused smile. “I believe he said something about a meeting at White’s.”

      Emmanuel grimaced. “Coward. He would leave me to parry his wife’s friends on my own?”

      Stevens almost grinned. “He said to tell you that he would have invited you along but Lady Edric was quite adamant that you attend her dinner.”

      Emmanuel frowned in suspicion. He loved his aunt, but her endless scheming to ‘ensure his happiness’ as she put it, was wearing on his soul. He had been quite content to sit out this trip to Town, but she had been quite insistent that a man of two-and-twenty could not be left to potter about on his own at his vast Helmsfield estate. Oh no, the only thing for it was for him to accompany his aunt and uncle for the Season.

      When he had pish-poshed that notion, she had declared that she and Lord Edric were far too old to be traveling on their own. Would he abandon his own living relatives...and on and on. It had been easier to simply give in to her demands.

      He and Uncle Edric had learned early on that doing whatever Aunt Helen said was the quickest path to peace.

      He just did not see why he had to sup with her friends while Uncle Edric went free. There was no doubt about it; Aunt Helen was up to something.

      “Stevens? Pass me the bottle of brandy, would you please? If I am to dine with the Devil, I must fortify myself.”

      Stevens inclined his head, “Yes, Your Grace.” He went to the drinks tray, retrieved the rest of the brandy, and put it carefully down next to Emmanuel’s glass.

      “Is there anything else I may get you, Your Grace? Some laudanum, perhaps?”

      Emmanuel shook his head. “Thank you, but no. The brandy alone will do.”

      Andrews came back in, brandishing the soothing cream triumphantly. Stevens bowed to Emmanuel. “I shall leave you to it, then.”

      He walked out of the room, leaving Andrews to rub the cream carefully into Emmanuel’s stump. The Duke leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes, determined to enjoy what peace was available to him before his aunt’s latest scheme came to fruition.
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        * * *

      

      “Emmanuel dear, so glad you could join us,” his Aunt Helen said, as he walked into the drawing room later that evening.

      He smiled as well as he could while still feeling quite put out about having to be there. “I would not have missed it for the world.”

      His aunt turned to their guest with a smile. “May I introduce my nephew, Emmanuel Beckett, Duke of Helmsfield?”

      The lady curtsied with a smile. “Very pleased to meet you, Your Grace.”

      “And this is Diana Addison, Viscountess of Gefferton,” Aunt Helen said to Emmanuel.

      He bowed to her. “The pleasure is all mine, Lady Gefferton.”

      The ladies took a seat and then Emmanuel followed. There was an awkward moment where both Lady Gefferton and his aunt began speaking at the same time. Emmanuel smiled, wondering at the air of tension in the room. He cocked an eyebrow at them both.

      “Lady Gefferton and I knew each other back when we were both still debutantes. She very kindly wrote to me when she heard that we were in Town.”

      “How nice to have a reunion with an old friend. I expect you have much to talk about. Perhaps I should—?”

      “Oh no, no, no, Nephew. Stay.” His aunt knew exactly what he was trying to do. “I’ve just been telling dear Lady Gefferton everything about you and she was so eager to make your acquaintance.”

      Emmanuel’s brow furrowed with concern, not inclined to believe any of that. Nevertheless, he endeavored to smile and prepared to be as sociable as he could manage.
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        * * *

      

      Isabella looked up as her mother came into her room, smiling in welcome. “Did you have a good dinner?”

      Diana smiled. “I had an excellent dinner, my dear, thank you so much for asking.”

      Isabella frowned in confusion at the air of happiness bubbling around her mother. “You’re welcome.”

      She waited for her mother to say something else to explain her excessive joy, but Diana simply stood bouncing on her feet and smiling widely at Isabella. It was most strange.

      After waiting a while with no forthcoming clarifications, Isabella returned to her reading of Gulliver’s Travels. A story that was also quite strange, and unbelievable.

      “Isabella?” her mother spoke just as she was sinking back into Lilliput. She looked up with barely disguised annoyance. “Yes, Mother?”

      “I have some news for you. I hope you will like it.”

      “Indeed, Mother? What is it?”

      Diana took a deep breath and closed her eyes; when she opened them they were shining with glee. “I think I have found you a husband.”

      Isabella blinked incredulously at her mother. “I beg your pardon?”

      Diana leaned forward, sighing with happiness. “I said, I think I have found you a husband.”

      The color drained from Isabella’s cheeks and she felt her hands go cold with the shock of it. “No.”

      Diana stiffened, looking taken aback. “What do you mean, no?”

      Isabella’s nerveless fingers let the book drop to the carpet. She got to her feet. “Mother, I am a grown woman of almost one-and-twenty and that means I am perfectly capable of making up my own mind. You cannot simply present me with your choice of husband as if we are barbarians.”

      Her mother was not going to stand for it. “Isabella, you have shown no interest in any man. Your father and I are getting on in years. You know that. All your sisters are married and settled. It is just you. We are beginning to fear that we shall pass away before you choose a groom. It is time, Isabella, and he's a good man.”

      “Who is this man who'd agreed to marry me sight unseen? What is wrong with him? Is he some kind of ogre? Or is it some old man in search of one more wife to warm his bed as he dies?”

      Diana frowned. “Don’t be crude, Isabella.”

      Isabella pouted. “Well, then, tell me. Who is this man?”

      “He is the nephew of a friend of mine, a Duke even, and very amiable. You shall like him.” She puffed herself up. “And I take great exception to the notion that I would throw you to the wolves, Isabella Caroline Addison.”

      Isabella had the grace to look shamefaced. “I apologize, Mother, but it is a shock. You had not even said anything about looking for a husband for me.”

      “I was not looking. But when Lady Edric invited me to dinner and introduced me to her nephew, I knew you would make an excellent match. Lady Edric agreed with me.”

      “And what does this Duke have to say for himself?”

      Diana looked away. “You shall have plenty of time to find that out, my dear.”

      Isabella narrowed her eyes at her mother. She knew her mother well, including all her little quirks.

      What are you hiding from me, Mother?

      She knew there was something afoot because Lady Gefferton was behaving too strange for this to be a run-of-the-mill matchmaking venture. It was not like her mother to be so evasive while making sure to reveal the man’s most obvious attribute, that he was a Duke.

      Is the title supposed to compensate for some horrible failing? Oh dear…I really hope not.

      Isabella trusted her mother, she did, but she could not shake the feeling that there was more going on than she was being told. She could not help being suspicious. With all the stories that she read, with devious villains getting one over the hero or heroine, it was almost second nature to her now.

      In this story, this Duke is definitely the villain.

      Already, he was casting a long, dark shadow in her life and they had yet to meet.

      Isabella had no real interest in marriage, an institution she knew was inescapable. At her coming out, her mind had been filled with visions of Prince Charmings who would come and sweep her off her feet. They would understand her passion for books and even share it. It would be something they had in common that would cement an everlasting love for each other.

      However, throughout that first Season, she had met not one man who fitted her criteria. Over the years, her disillusionment had only deepened. Her parents indulged her foibles for she was the last-born child. She had always known it could not last forever.

      Isabella hoped fervently that her prospective husband would at least let her keep her books.
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        * * *

      

      “Good morning, Emmanuel. I trust the new day finds you well?”

      Emmanuel nodded. “Aunt,” he said shortly.

      She did not press him for further conversation. The Duke was always a bit slow and grumpy in the morning before he had an invigorating cup of coffee. He pulled at his beard as he waited for the footman to fill his cup to the brim and serve him a plate of kippers.

      Helen thoughtfully watched him eat, wondering how best to break the news to him. He focused on his plate, to the exclusion of all else, until he was done with his breakfast. Then he leaned back and turned to face her. “What news, Aunt?”

      She dropped her spoon, startled. “Hmm?”

      “You have been sitting there staring, clearly dying to tell me something. So go ahead, tell me.”

      Helen sat frozen, caught quite wrong-footed. “I...what makes you say that?”

      Emmanuel snorted, stroking his long roan beard, a shade lighter than his copper-tinted chestnut mane. “I know you well, Aunt, and you have been plotting and scheming for days. Now put me out of my misery and tell me what dastardly plans you have made for me behind my back.”

      Helen sputtered. “I have done no such thing.”

      Emmanuel folded his arms and waited, his blue gaze fixed on the fresh faced, round cheeked, green-eyed innocent visage his aunt presented.

      She sighed. “All right, then, I shall tell you.” She took a deep breath and favored him with her brightest smile. “I have found you a bride.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Taking Matters to Hand

        

      

    

    
      Emmanuel closed his eyes. “I beg your pardon? I did not hear you clearly.”

      Lady Edric sighed, “You did, indeed, hear me clearly, Nephew. I have found you a bride.”

      “And how did you manage that without my knowledge or participation?” Emmanuel glared at her. His eyes might have shot actual arrows at her if, indeed, he was capable of such a thing.

      “You have been evading this issue for years, my dear. I had to take matters into my own hands.”

      “And who is this paragon you have found for me to marry? And why has she agreed to marry a man sight unseen?”

      “Well…” Lady Edric looked away and Emmanuel tensed for her next words. “The truth is, she hasn't seen you…but her mother has.”

      “Her moth—” Emmanuel stopped, his mind going back to the dinner party. The one his aunt had insisted he attend. With her friend, Lady...Emmanuel could not recall her name.

      “Did her daughter know of these machinations?”

      “What machinations, Emmanuel? You make us sound like a couple of villains.”

      Emmanuel simply rolled his eyes. “Did you tell them of my infirmity?”

      Lady Edric inhaled sharply. “How many times must I tell you, Emmanuel? It does not matter. But I informed Lady Gefferton of what happened to you.”

      “And? Was she not scandalized that you expected her daughter to shackle herself to one such as I?”

      “No, she was not. She met you and she saw that you are a good man who would make a great husband to her daughter.”

      Emmanuel snorted, “You aver that she gave no thought to my appearance?”

      Lady Edric deliberately misunderstood. “She thought your appearance was very pleasing to the eye.”

      Emmanuel was very skeptical of his aunt’s plans but he was used to her taking the most outlandish liberties with his own and his Uncle Edric’s lives. However, even for her, this was going too far.

      It was only his love for her, and his knowledge that everything she did, she thought was for his own good, that stopped him from becoming extremely angry.

      I shall just let it all play itself out and when it ends in disaster, then Aunt Helen will have learned her lesson.

      Emmanuel sat back with a sigh. “All right, then, we will bury our heads in the sand and then act surprised when this eminent bride runs away screaming as soon as she sees me.”

      “I am quite confident that will not happen.”
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        * * *

      

      “Does he like to read?”

      Diana was not surprised that Isabella was still on the subject of her prospective husband. This had been going on for three days now, and nothing she said seemed to reassure the girl. “I’m quite sure he enjoys stories, my dear. Perhaps you can read to him.”

      Isabella's eyes narrowed. “Why? Is he blind?”

      Diana sighed tiredly, getting to her feet. “Do me one favor, darling child, and save your questions for your future husband. All right?”

      “Am I not to be offered even the appearance of choice?”

      Diana deflated, dropping back into her seat. She reached for Isabella’s hands. “Of course, darling. Of course, you get a choice. All I ask is that you give this man a fair chance.”

      Isabella sniffed, wiping a lone tear off her cheek. “Fine, Mother. I shall give him a chance. When am I to meet this paragon of virtue?”

      Diana smiled. “I shall write to his aunt and propose a date.”

      Isabella nodded and then got to her feet, releasing her mother's hands. “I shall retire to my quarters now. The Count awaits me.”

      Diana shook her head. “Darling, when we meet these people, try to speak in everyday conversation, would you? I do not want him to think you mad?”

      Isabella laughed. “I promise nothing, Mother. If he cannot stand me just the way I am, then how are we to deal with each other?”

      Diana groaned under her breath. “You shall be the death of me one day, Isabella.”

      She pinched her mother's cheeks. “You’re ever so dramatic, Mother. And you wonder where I get it from.”

      With that, she skipped out of the room, greeting the butler amiably as she passed him at the door. The butler bowed solemnly back, before turning to Lady Gefferton. “Will you be needing anything else, My Lady?”

      Diana merely groaned again, getting to her feet as well. “Yes. Bring me a brandy. I shall be in the library if anyone needs me.”

      “Yes, My Lady.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I understand you are getting married.” Emmanuel’s Uncle, Lord Edric Beckett, came into the library where he was reading and sat in the armchair opposite him.

      “Wherever would you have heard that?” Emmanuel’s tone was droll and he did not look up from his book.

      “Your aunt was asking me about a date, for when our two families can meet. Apparently, she has a letter from Lady Gefferton enquiring about the same.”

      That made Emmanuel look up. “Is that so? And what did you tell her?”

      “I told her that I am not the one whose availability she should be ascertaining.”

      Emmanuel dropped his book on the side table, leaning forward with a sigh. “What am I to do about this, Uncle? This girl has agreed to marry me sight unseen. No doubt, she shall change her mind when she learns who her groom is fated to be. I feel that we shall subject ourselves to a huge amount of worry and pain for no reason.”

      “Lady Edric says she has already apprised the family of the situation.”

      Emmanuel loved his aunt and uncle, and he knew they loved him, but sometimes he wished that they would just face facts. He was a cripple. He did not have a situation or special circumstances—he was a one-legged duke—as his staff called him behind his back. He had accepted it, and he did not need to be coddled. He gave a deep sigh, picked up his book, and went back to reading it.

      “I told her that this weekend would be a good time,” his uncle said.

      Emmanuel looked up. “I shall be sure to avail myself.”

      Lord Edric leaned forward, patting Emmanuel on the thigh. “It’s going to be all right, you shall see.”

      Emmanuel stretched his lips in imitation of a smile and nodded. “I know that, Uncle. Do not worry about me. I shall be fine. I think I shall go up to the pond tomorrow and do some fishing. We could serve our guests fresh fish for dinner.” Emmanuel got to his feet before his uncle could say anything else, and walked out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      “Mother, are we quite sure about this dinner? I don't have a thing to wear,” Isabella said.

      Diana laughed. “I feel sure if you look inside of your armoire you will find several gowns that are suitable for a dinner with a prospective mate. I know this because I have had these gowns made for you, including a purple beauty that the dressmaker delivered not last week!”

      “Oh. That. I had forgotten about that gown. It did fit me very well.”

      “Indeed. And the purple brought out the ivory of your skin quite becomingly.” She brushed a stray auburn curl off her face as she blinked at her daughter, hazel eyes shining with tired amusement.

      Isabella grinned with delight. “Why, thank you. How very nice of you to say.”

      Diana snorted, raising her eyes heavenward. “Now if there are no more protests, please have your lady’s maid coiffure your hair so that we may attempt to be on time.”
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        * * *

      

      Isabella had, of course, done her research on the Duke. First, she looked him up in Debrett’s Peerage, which wasn’t very helpful. Then she had asked her lady’s maid to tell her all the gossip that was said about him. So far, she was not impressed.

      She could well anticipate the ton’s reaction should The Times publish a paragraph announcing the engagement of His Grace, the Duke of Helmsfield to The Honorable Isabella Caroline Addison. She imagined the opinions people up and down the country would quickly form. The thoughts they would feel compelled to share with one another.

      “Did you hear about the strangest match yet? A cripple and an on-the-shelf bluestocking?”

      “Is he deaf as well as a cripple? He will need to be to tolerate her endless opinions.”

      “Well, I do not know which of them is the more desperate.”

      Some would be vocal and others through the written word. Tongues would wag, letters would be written, and telegrams swiftly delivered. All because the notorious bluestocking had finally found a person to tolerate her strangeness in the form of an equal outcast. A man with a missing limb.

      She had a substantial dowry, which would mean that some—mostly the unmarried men she had turned down—would grumble that the eccentric Duke had no business getting married.

      With the nature of his injury, there was no way he could give his wife the full attention she needed, they would argue. Besides, who would represent all those flawed bachelors now? Who could they point to, to show the world that a man’s happiness did not depend on a coquettish woman hanging off his arm and spending his hard earned blunt on new bonnets?

      Isabella smiled as she imagined the uproar. It was almost worth it to agree to this madness, just to see it.

       However, the majority of the gossipers would undoubtedly be quite happy about the announcement. It would only be right and proper, they would say, that a Duke should take a wife and start a family.

      The country needed titled gentlemen to father children. The future depended on it. It was their Duty. Not to marry and accept all its trappings would be the height of selfishness. Many would spare a thought for the many, many men that came back from the Napoleonic Wars missing legs, or arms, or eyes.

      Of course, a sizeable number of women would despair over Isabella's well-being and sanity. They would see themselves in her, one way or another, depending on the fortune or lack thereof of their own marriages.

      “His Grace does not know how to keep a wife,” they might moan.

      “He does not behave like nobility!”

      “He is known to be eccentric!”

      “He does not mingle with the ton at all.”

      He would drive a delicate, sheltered lady like Isabella insane even before their First Anniversary.

      Poor girl!

      Isabella could well sympathize with his imaginary detractors.

      How would we even—?

      Despite all her wide reading, Isabella did not even know how to complete the thought.

      She could hear carriage wheels and horse hooves rumbling and clattering on the cobblestones. The fashionable hour was coming up and it would only get noisier as the evening drew on.

      She had become quite accustomed to the din and by now, Isabella barely heard it unless she was specifically listening for it. This evening, however, in the midst of her restless impatience to have this evening over with, Isabella found it impossible not to hear every creak and clatter and clip-clop that rang out over the street.

      She got to her feet, drawing an infuriated hiss from her lady’s maid, Samantha, who was still tending to her toilette.

      “Miss?”

      Isabella padded across the hardwood floor, pulled on her slippers, and wrapped her dressing gown tightly around herself. She crossed over to her dressing room to find the gown her mother had been talking about earlier. 

      Isabella considered herself fortunate to have such a room all to herself. She had once shared it with her three older sisters, but one by one, they had gotten married and left. Now she was alone, and content to be so for as long as possible. It was another point of gossip amongst the ton—she could not blame them—it was unusual not to have set one’s cap at someone by now.

      And it’s not as if I wouldn’t like to set my cap at someone; it’s just that nobody has come along who interests me.

      Simply and comfortably furnished, the dressing room had a wide wardrobe, full-length mirror, and dressing table. In the corner, behind a screen, were a washbasin and chamber pot.

      Although improving her looks was not a matter she dwelt on, Isabella did have her ornate remedy box. In it were jars of face creams to improve the quality of her skin, pots of powders, flasks of perfumes and even exotic oils, and brushes to apply her powders. Whilst she favored the natural look worn by all the heroines in the books she read, she had no desire to appear at dinner with blemishes or spots on her face. Especially if she was wont to be judged by her sisters. She was very careful, too, to cover the freckles that blossomed on her nose every time she went in strong sun without an appropriate hat. She was so tired of hearing that lecture from her mother.

      She shifted a few things around in the box until she found the red paper she had purchased from the local stationery shop. She carefully cut off a small square with her sewing scissors, then dipped it into the bowl of water, before pressing the square to her lips and cheeks.

      The red dye transferred from the paper to her face, coloring her features slightly, but not blatantly so. Next, she used burnt cork to darken her eyebrows. She knew that her mother would know what she did, but she would never comment on it. She would pretend not to know about it, just as Isabella would not comment on her mother’s rouged cheeks. Some secrets were between a lady and her lady’s maid.

      That all taken care of, it was time to get dressed.

      Isabella went behind the screen, took off her dressing gown, and replaced it with a pair of split-drawers and a chemise. It was starting to get cold, away from the fire as she was. However, once they were in a warm drawing room, the easily washed chemise would be good for absorbing any perspiration at dinner, protecting her corset and silk gown.

      “Would you like me to help you with anything, Miss?” her lady’s maid was hovering between her bedchamber and dressing room.

      Isabella tended to dress herself daily and sometimes Samantha did not know whether to go or stay. Isabella waved vaguely at her—she would need her to adjust her stays. Samantha’s hands were usually sweaty, and Isabella had found that she just did not like to be touched all willy-nilly.

      She came out from behind the screen and once again sat down in the chair to pull on a pair of white, woolen stockings, which came above her knees, followed by her black boots. She knew it was strange to be sitting there in her underclothes and boots, but she also knew it was the least cumbersome way to get dressed. Her mother had told her so, and she believed her.

      She was proud of her boots. They had become wildly popular, even for daywear. This was the first time she dared wear them to dinner. This pair had been a present from her father. They were of good quality, reaching up to her calves, but fastened by a long row of lacing. Samantha did them up, bent over quite awkwardly. Her experience in the task meant that she did not, thankfully, take too long.

      After her lady’s maid was done, Isabella got to her feet. It was time to don her corset. She stood still while Samantha draped it on her and then deftly laced it as Isabella watched in the looking glass.

      Samantha, behind her, tugged her corset laces one final time before Isabella secured them into a bow across her stomach. Samantha smoothly inserted the busk in its pocket, running down the front of the corset. Isabella paused to admire her figure in the glass. 

      She reached for her bustle pad, and tied it on so it was at her back. It was an older fashion but her mother insisted she use it with this gown. Her new gown had a narrower skirt than usual, with all the fullness at the back. The pad helped the skirt stand out from her body, elegantly flowing, rather than hanging like a rag.

       Quickly, she donned her cotton petticoat, and allowed Samantha to adjust it across the bustle pad. It was very important the cut of the petticoat bodice neckline matched her gown, and that the gathers of the skirt also followed the style of her gown. Her mother had already checked this, but Isabella was impatient to see for herself how the gown lay over the petticoat.

      Thankfully, the foundation gown was a less fussy item of clothing, no buttons for a start. It was made of purple silk; Isabella was able to easily lift it over her head and pull it down into place on top of the petticoat.

       The purple apron over-skirt, with gold trim, followed. As before, Isabella lifted it over her head and pulled it into place. It was secured in place by cords, so Isabella stood still to allow Samantha to tie it so that the knots were hidden. The waistline was quite high, and the bodice wide but short. The puff sleeves also drew attention to her bust. Isabella checked her reflection in the mirror. The gown lengthened her silhouette, made her waist look tiny, and her skin the coolest ivory.

      The Duke might be pleased with what he sees.

       She looked over her appearance once more and judged herself quite presentable. A glance at the carriage clock told her that today it had only taken her eleven minutes to dress, twenty if she wanted to include the time spent on her hair.

      Not bad for a bluestocking.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          On-Dit

        

      

    

    
      It was a well-known fact that the Duke of Helmsfield, of note for having lost his limb in some tragic accident in his youth—said accident also having killed his parents—had some queer ways about him.

      Amongst the more notable was a luxuriously crafted prosthetic lower leg and foot that he used to move around with. It was made of a wooden shank and socket and had a steel knee joint as well as an articulated foot that was controlled by catgut tendons from knee to ankle, as the maker, James Potts, had designed it to do. There was a great deal of curiosity, talk, and legend around his leg. People whispered that he kept the knife that had killed his parents in there.

      Her mother had told Isabella all these things as they rode, together with her father, Colin Addison, Viscount of Gefferton, to Helmsfield House. Isabella listened quietly—a rather unusual thing for her—mostly because to her surprise, she felt quite sorry for the Duke.

      His Grace had been embroiled in a situation that was far beyond his control. He had lost a limb in the process. Now the ton thought him strange for trying to live within his changed circumstances to the best of his abilities!

      It was sad that he had to endure such suffering and censure.

      It must be so lonely for him.

      Suddenly, Isabella could not wait to meet him. People had called her eccentric, too, for her love of books and stories about pirates and other villains.

      She did not understand why people always disparaged what they did not understand. It was the height of ignorance. She decided there and then that however repulsive he looked, she would take care to treat him with the utmost consideration and respect—just as she would anyone else.

      At the very least, we could be friends.

      Therefore, she was quite taken aback, when they arrived, to be introduced to a tall, strong man, who was quite attractive with his well-groomed beard, his warm blue gaze, and his genuine smile. It seemed she had been misled. Now she was wondering why he needed his aunt to help him find a wife.

      The Duke’s aunt stepped forward after their introduction and wrapped her in an embrace. Isabella stiffened, not having been held so close by a stranger in her entire life.

      “I am so happy to meet you,” Lady Edric gushed as her husband smiled indulgently, smoking a cheroot by the fireplace. The Duke stood next to his aunt, hands clasped loosely behind his back. He gave a commiserating smile as if he knew exactly what she was thinking about his aunt. Isabella hoped not because she was thinking that Lady Edric might be a sixpence short of a shilling.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, too,” she replied in the most mild-mannered tone she could find, hoping that would quell Lady Edric’s enthusiasm. She turned to her mother. “I believe you know my mother, Lady Gefferton?”

      Lady Edric veritably beamed. “Yes, I do.” She proceeded to give Diana the same treatment she had given Isabella. “I am so happy to have you in my home again. And for such a happy occasion.” Her smile could light up the world.

      Isabella snuck a glance at the Duke, to see how he was taking all this excess emotion. He had a slightly amused smile on his face, eyes downcast, as if he was used to these mawkish displays. Her father cleared his throat and Isabella jumped. She had almost forgotten he was there. Thankfully, her mother was turning to present him to the company.

      “Your Grace, Lord and Lady Edric, may I present my husband, Lord Gefferton.” Her father stepped forward, a solemn look on his face as he bowed to the Duke, Lady and Lord Edric. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      “The pleasure is all mine.” His Grace bowed his head at her father and smiled. Isabella could not help smiling, too. Things were going well so far.

      “Please, have a seat. What will you have to drink?” Lady Edric hastened to make them feel welcome. Isabella took her cue from her and smiled widely, sitting on the couch Lady Edric pointed to, being not in the least surprised when the Duke took a seat next to her.
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        * * *

      

      Emmanuel settled himself in the seat next to Miss Addison, feeling his hands shake slightly at her nearness. She smelled of daisies and honey cake, she was young and innocent in the purest sense of those words. She could not want to be here, with him. She turned to him with a demure, expectant smile, eyes bright with interest.

      He returned her smile, casting around for some trifle to begin their conversation with. A compliment, he decided, would do nicely.

      “Your gown is most becoming, Miss Addison.”

      Her smile grew wider. “I like your beard, Your Grace.”

      That got a raised eyebrow from him. It was captivatingly direct. “Why, thank you, Miss Addison.” He stroked said beard, unable to keep from smiling happily, “I devote many hours to keeping it well groomed.”

      “It shows.” She gave him an impish grin and he glanced around at the others in the room, wanting to be certain that they were not eavesdropping on this most unusual conversation.

      His aunt was prattling on about something while the others pretended to listen, giving Emmanuel and his intended as much privacy as they were able. He heaved a relieved sigh before turning back to Miss Addison with a grin of his own.

      “Would you like to touch it?”

      Her laugh was quiet but heartfelt. “Not just at the moment, no.”

      “Oh,” he let his face fall theatrically as if she might have thrust an arrow through his heart with her refusal and her laugh was louder and more delighted. That caused everyone else in the room to stop speaking and begin smiling indulgently at them.

      “Is everything all right?” Lady Gefferton asked, an eyebrow raised at her daughter.

      “Yes, Mother.” Miss Addison’s tone was a trifle sharp and Emmanuel looked from one to the other, wondering at the unsaid things beneath the look that flashed between mother and daughter. In a trice though, the girl’s attention was back on him, and her mother was speaking with his aunt.

      “Do you read?”

      He was slightly taken aback by the abrupt change in subject but went along with it. “Why, yes, I do.”

      “Oh, and what are you reading now?” She looked so earnest, her large brown eyes swallowing her face. He stiffened as he noticed the line of freckles dotting her nose.

      What would she do if I leaned down, stuck my tongue out and licked along that line? Would she lean into me? Or push me away?

      The question made his britches tighten in a most uncomfortable way and he hoped he would not be required to stand for quite a while. Her freckles seemed to wink knowingly at him and he transferred his gaze to her lips.

      Big mistake.

      He swallowed as he tried to recall her question. “Well, currently I am reading The Rime of the Ancient Mariner by Samuel Taylor Coleridge.”

      Miss Addison gasped, stiffening and straightening her spine and inadvertently causing her bosom to thrust out at him. He was hard pressed to pay attention to her words. “Is that so? I have been asking and asking for my father to purchase it, but he will not.”

      “Well, it is not really suitable reading for a young lady such as yourself. The subject matter is a trifle disturbing.”

      Miss Addison thrust her chin defiantly at him. “I am not afraid of words in a book.”

      “Oh no, it is not the words you should fear, but what your imagination might do with them.”

      She stared at him as if he had just recited the Sermon on the Mount. “That is a very profound thought.”

      To his absolute horror, Emmanuel found that he was blushing. “Oh, well…I thank you.” He reached up to his neck, loosening his cravat slightly. The temperature in the room seemed to have risen. To his relief, the butler chose that moment to announce that dinner was served.

      Aunt Helen rose to her feet excitedly. “I arranged for us to eat under the stars, in the conservatory. I must say that the staff have outdone themselves. Follow me.”

      Emmanuel got to his feet, proffering his arm so that Miss Addison could take it. She slipped her arm into his with a smile and Emmanuel felt something in him let go…all the worry he had been carrying about this meeting dissipated.

      Isabella did not watch him as they walked, or ask if she should adjust her steps to accommodate his gait. He was grateful for that. In spite of his doubts about it all, he had spent hours upon hours practicing how to walk without the slightest indication of a limp. She smiled at him, letting him lead her to the glass-framed room, the front wall of which opened onto a large veranda.

      Lanterns had been strung up in the trees outside and several musicians were employed with providing a soft and romantic musical background just out of sight, on the veranda. Torches were set at intervals along the garden paths just beyond a large grassy area.

      Then they all sat down to their meal.

      Emmanuel had to admit that his aunt had outdone herself when it came to setting the scene. Every ton hostess pursued the new and unusual, wanting to create a memorable event that would be talked about all Season. With the weather turning from spring to summer, it was cool enough that they could enjoy the soft air that carried the delicate scents of white blooming flowers, eerily glowing in the moonlight. The seemingly infinite number of candles allowed them to eat comfortably yet didn’t impinge on the romantic shimmering of the stars and moon. The light played upon Miss Addison’s face, casting her in a warm glow that made her seem almost ethereal; a creature from another realm come to enchant him.

      She spoiled the illusion by turning to grin at him, her almost childlike delight in the setting making his chest swell with happiness, even though he had nothing to do with bringing it about. “This is lovely.”

      He nodded his agreement. “Indeed. My aunt wanted this night to be very special for us.”

      “Well, she succeeded….or at least, I think so.” She suddenly looked uncertain and Emmanuel could not have that.

      “I think so, too. Here, may I get you a glass of claret?”

      “Oh, thank you, Your Grace. That is so kind.”

      Emmanuel nodded, at a loss for what to say and signaled for the footman to pour the wine. The soup was served soon after and the dinner table quieted down as everyone focused on their meal.

      Emmanuel took the chance to study the girl’s father. They had barely spoken two words to each other and Emmanuel thought he should remedy that fairly soon. If Lord Gefferton were to be his father-in-law, it would be good for them to be on friendly terms. Especially since he did not look as comfortable as his wife and daughter with this arrangement.
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        * * *

      

      Isabella was floating.

      The atmosphere, the wine, the conversation…everything was exceeding her wildest expectations. She had expected to meet an ogre, a repulsive man, a man for whom she might extend a charitable hand of friendship and feel at the very most, pity for him.

      Instead, she had been introduced to the Duke of Helmsfield. The manner in which he was unfazed by her ‘mad’ talk—as her mother would put it—his wise words, his captivating blue eyes, and warm smile all served to intoxicate her as much as the wine. She was beginning to think that this match might just have been made in Heaven.

      She turned to watch the Duke as he ate his pudding slowly, his eyes guarded as he studied her parents. She wondered what he could possibly be thinking. She turned her head to study them, too, trying to see them through his eyes.

      Her mother sparkled with wit—and a myriad of jewelry—as she was wont to do. She made one feel at ease with her grace. She was poised, the very epitome of a lady. Continuously despairing of making a lady out of Isabella, she nevertheless accepted all her foibles without judgment.

      Her father was a different case.

      He was aloof, cold…he concerned himself with their financial welfare and general well-being, but he was not one to engage with his children. Isabella was aware that she hardly knew him. They lived like ships passing in the night; she occupied by her reading and her mother’s attempts to teach her to sew, knit, and do needlework, play the piano and sing.

      She had been unsuccessful in all but the knitting. Isabella did enjoy the rhythmic clackety-clack of needles as she forged a scarf out of bits of wool. She could sew as well, because it was a necessary skill, but found no enjoyment in it. Her piano playing was mediocre at best and she dare not sing in company, though she was not above belting out a ribald verse or two, when she came across it in her reading. Only when she was alone, of course.

      In her father’s company, she tended to be silent, the very picture of demure obedience. She knew he liked it that way, and imitated her older sisters in that regard. He had barely spoken a word to His Grace or his family. Isabella supposed that was bordering on rude. She did not think that was his intention, however, perhaps he was simply uncomfortable in their company.

      He was not normally an amiable man but he was generally unflappable. A Gefferton always kept calm in a crisis. Yet Isabella could detect a film of sweat on his forehead. It was barely warm even with the soft breeze and so Isabella could not imagine why her father would be perspiring…unless he was anxious in some way.

      A Gefferton always moved forward—Isabella felt her life was moving more tonight than it had since her Presentation and first Season.

      Perhaps he is worried that I will reject the Duke because of his leg?

      Isabella turned at once, to smile at His Grace, and to show him in every way that she was interested in furthering their acquaintance. The music swelled as the footmen brought a syllabub.

      “Do you dance?” the words had escaped from her mouth before Isabella realized how inappropriate they might be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Dining Out

        

      

    

    
      Emmanuel could see the horror in her eyes at her question. She was absolutely embarrassed and yet, it was clearly asked with the purest intentions possible.

      “I am quite proficient in the new quadrille,” he answered, pretending not to notice her embarrassment. “They’re quite short.”

      “I do fine going forward, or even in a circular pattern. Stepping backward can trip me up. And lively bouncing is to be avoided,” he explained.

      “Oh…well that’s nice. Perhaps next time we are at an assembly room we shall dance together.” Her cheeks were flying her colors even as she tried to be composed.

      “Or we could do our own dancing right here. We have music.” He pointed at the grassy lawn between the veranda and flower beds, “and we have a very nice dancing floor. I have long wanted to try the waltz.”

      Miss Addison giggled, glancing at her father. “I don’t think my father will like that,” she whispered.

      “Then allow me to accompany you on a walk around the garden. We shall be in plain sight of your parents the entire time, never fear.”

      Miss Addison got to her feet and Emmanuel followed suit. The others at the table stopped talking at once, regarding them expectantly.

      “Forgive us. The meal was rather heavy and Miss Addison and I thought to take the air. A walk around the garden would be an excellent remedy.”

      Lady Gefferton nodded. “You may go, Your Grace. But stay within sight.”

      Emmanuel bowed to her. “Of course, My Lady. We shall do that.” He took Miss Addison’s arm in his and walked her out to the grass, well aware that the two couples at the table were watching their every step, as was every servant within sight. With the sudden quiet, he was very mindful of the distinctive noise his wooden leg made every time the knee was flexed. He dismissed them all from his mind, focusing on Miss Addison and waiting with bated breath to hear what new idiosyncrasy would emerge from her mouth.

      Miss Addison walked quietly by his side, seeming to enjoy the night air. “It’s beautiful here. Do you live here throughout the year?”

      Emmanuel smiled at the compliment. “Thank you on behalf of the gardeners who labor all year round to keep it so. I am more of a country man myself and tend to travel back and forth between Town and my seat in Helmsfield. It is quiet there. I prefer it.”

      She glanced at him and opened her mouth as though to ask an unthinking question. But then she closed it again, brow furrowed in thought. “Why is that?”

      “Why is what?”

      “Why do you prefer the quiet of Helmsfield to the hustle and bustle of London?”

      Emmanuel laughed, quite taken by her diplomacy. Perhaps she was not such a complete child after all. “Well, over there, no one stands on ceremony. The staff have all known me since I was a babe and they are used to my…proclivities.”

      “Proclivities?” Emmanuel was glad to hear that she sounded more curiously interested than afraid.

      “Well, yes. I have a tendency to fling my cravat to the floor as soon as I enter the door at Helmsfield and not give it another thought until I leave. Sometimes, I leave the house without a coat.” He leaned forward as if confiding a great secret, “Some of the staff don’t even call me Your Grace.”

      Miss Addison laughed. “That must be a huge relief to you.”

      “Ah, yes. It can get awkward when the boy who used to show you how to climb trees one-legged is now your steward and is expected to bow every time he leaves your presence.”

      That got another tinkling laugh out of Miss Addison and her hand tightened on his arm. “So, what does he call you?”

      “Mostly idiot. Sometimes fool,” Emmanuel said just to hear that laugh again.

      “He does not, Your Grace, you are a shameless liar.” Her teeth shone in the torchlight as she grinned delightedly up at him, brown eyes alight. That disoriented him for a moment and he almost leaned in to capture her lips with his. Fortunately, he remembered himself in time and inhaled sharply instead.

      “Are you impugning my honor, young lady, by calling me a liar?”

      “Yes, I absolutely am,” she said with robust aplomb, “Now, what does he really call you?”

      Emmanuel grinned at her. “If I tell you, you have to take it to your grave.”

      Miss Addison laughed. “What? But if he calls you by this mythical name, does everyone at your estate not hear him?”

      “Of course not. We never use it if anyone else is around.”

      “Now I am intrigued. You must tell me.”

      Emmanuel just laughed. “I’ll make you a promise, Miss Addison. Once you have become the Duchess of Helmsfield, I shall tell you my secret.”

      Miss Addison pouted prettily at him. “I shall hold you to that, Your Grace. Do not think I will forget.”

      The bubble of happiness that had been floating around in Emmanuel’s chest burst with his joy. “You have my word.”
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        * * *

      

      Lady Gefferton leaned in to whisper in Helen’s ear. “They seem to be getting along well.”

      Helen smiled at her. “They do, don’t they?” Her eyes moved to Lady Gefferton’s husband. “Why does your husband not seem pleased by this development?”

      Lady Gefferton glanced at Lord Gefferton, shaking her head. “I do not know. Isabella is his last daughter. Perhaps he feels a sense of loss at her impending marriage.”

      “Ah.” Helen felt wistful at the thought of having children. She and Edric had not been able to conceive and while they were grief stricken at the loss of Edric’s brother and his dear beloved wife, they were grateful to have a son to raise as a result. “Your children will always be your children, whether they go away and get married or not. I am sure His Grace will always welcome you in his home.”

      Lady Gefferton smiled. “So, you think that he will make an offer?”

      Helen looked at her nephew, his eyes crinkled at the corners as he smiled back at Miss Addison, who was looking deep into his eyes. “I think we can expect future nuptials from them.” She turned to Lady Gefferton, “Don’t you?”

      They exchanged knowing smiles.
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        * * *

      

      An oppressive silence hung over the carriage on the journey home that Isabella did not understand. She glanced at her mother, asking with her eyes if something was the matter. She got a shake of Diana’s head for her efforts and a wordless plea to hush. Clearly her father was in one of his moods.

      It was a trifle annoying because Isabella was very eager to discuss the dinner party, and when exactly they could invite the Duke for a return visit. She sighed inwardly, knowing that her mother would make time, perhaps in the morning, to talk about it all.

      It was hard to contain her excitement but somehow, she held it in until they were home. Her father bowed to them at the bottom of the stairs and bade them good evening before continuing on to his study as Isabella and her mother climbed the stairs to bed.

      “He reads, Mother!” Isabella burst out, unable to hold it in for a moment more.

      “Well, of course he does. He has a degree from Cambridge. I expect he had to be able to read and write to be admitted.”

      Isabella slapped her mother’s arm lightly. “Oh, Mother. You know what I mean. He has many books and he promised me that when I go and visit him in Helmsfield he shall show me his library.”

      “When you go and visit? Hmm, did he invite you already?”

      “Don’t be silly, Mother. He wouldn’t do that without asking you first. But of course we shall go, shan’t we?” Isabella clutched her mother’s arm, daring her to say no. Diana merely laughed. “Well, you are singing a different tune now aren’t you, my girl? His Grace is not as hideous as you expected?”

      “He’s not hideous at all, Mother. He’s amusing and kind and he listens to me.” Isabella did a little skip. “I think we shall get on very well.”

      Lady Gefferton smiled. “Well, that is a relief. I was beginning to think you should never find anyone with whom you could get on.”

      “Oh, Mother, you’re so dramatic! You should join a play on Drury Lane.”

      “I just might at that,” her mother said, doing a tiny twirl on the landing, “Am I not the picture of grace and beauty?”

      Isabella laughed. “Of course you are, Mother. Now I shall bid you goodnight, Sarah Siddons, and allow you to go and practice for your first foray on the stage.”

      Diana hummed a ditty. “I shall do that. Sleep well, my love.”

      “Good night, Mother.”
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        * * *

      

      There was a letter waiting for Isabella on the breakfast tray the next morning.

      My dearest Miss Addison,

      Forgive me for my forwardness in writing to you in this manner. I felt I could not rest until I had put my thoughts to paper, and conveyed them to you. I want to thank you sincerely for your company last evening. I must say that I have rarely enjoyed the company of anyone as much as I enjoyed yours.

      I look forward to speaking with you again, soon, and hope to invite you down to Helmsfield as promised. I wish to show you the extensive gardens of my estate, and the lake at the bottom of the garden, that is not manmade. I have a boat that I take on the water, often times in the early mornings, and do some fishing when the mist has yet to lift from the air and the dew is on the grass. It is the quietest time of day, where I can catch my breakfast and watch the sun come up over the water.

      After I have caught some fish, I have it for breakfast, fried over an open flame. It is a beautiful way to begin the day. You are likely not interested in any of this, but I do assure you that with a warm shawl upon your shoulders it is a conducive environment for reading.

      Thank you for reading my ramblings. I am your most humble servant.

      Emmanuel, Duke of Helmsfield

      Isabella sighed, eyes closed, holding the letter to her chest.

      “Is something the matter?”

      Isabella looked up to see her mother watching her with concern. “Absolutely nothing. The Duke has written to me.”

      Diana came to sit by her side as a servant poured ale into her glass. “What did he say?”

      Isabella smiled. “Oh, Mother, you know that’s private.”

      “Private? Are you already sending love letters, my dear?”

      “You could say that. He was telling me about his estate and wanting to show it to me.”

      “That’s very sweet.”

      “It is. I have never had a gentleman write to me in this way. The way that he describes his estate…” Isabella shook her head wonderingly, “It’s beautiful.”

      “You always did like the written word.”

      “Indeed I did.”

      Mother and daughter smiled at each other.
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        * * *

      

      George Chandler, Lord Gefferton’s steward, stepped into his office, closing the door behind him.

      “My Lord, I have heard some disturbing news about your daughter’s impending nuptials.”

      Lord Gefferton did not look up. “Have you? And what is it that you have heard?”

      “His Grace, the Duke of Helmsfield is to be her intended?”

      Lord Gefferton put down his quill and leaned back in his chair. “He has yet to make an offer.”

      “But he will?”

      Lord Gefferton looked away. “I think so.”

      “My Lord, this might not be the best idea.”

      “Do you not think I don’t know that?”

      “So what will you do about it?”

      Lord Gefferton shook his head. “I do not know yet. Her mother made arrangements without speaking with me first and now things have been set in motion. I cannot stop them without a valid reason.”

      “The man has a peg leg. Is that not reason enough?”

      “Normally, yes. With any of my other daughters, I might have turned the tide on that alone. But my Isabella,” Lord Gefferton shook his head ruefully, “she fills her own head with stories of pirates and monsters. A peg leg will not faze her.”

      “Well then…you will have to make sure that—”

      “I well know what I have to make sure of, Chandler. You do not need to speak about it in this house.”

      Chandler narrowed his eyes. “You know what’s at stake, Gefferton.”

      “I do know, and I do not need you to remind me, thank you.”

      The man huffed in annoyance, turned on his heel and left.
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        * * *

      

      “Good morning, Nephew.”

      Emmanuel looked up from his breakfast. “Aunt. You are up quite early.”

      Lady Edric smiled. “Well, I feel quite energized today. That was an excellent dinner last night, wasn’t it?”

      Emmanuel smirked, putting down the newspaper he was reading and leaning forward to look his aunt in the eye. “I concede, Aunt. You were right. I was wrong.”

      Lady Edric beamed. “And so? Will you make her an offer?”

      Emmanuel sighed. “I do not think we are ready for that yet. But I do look forward to seeing her again soon.”

      “Yes, well, it is the Season, perhaps we can take part in some events.”

      “Is that really necessary? You hosted a lovely dinner party last night. Why can’t we do more of that?”

      The smile on his aunt’s face lit up the room. “I can arrange a few more if that is your desire but it would be good to be seen out and about in public. Is it really so hard to socialize? We can go to the Assembly Rooms at Almack’s next Wednesday. Doesn’t that sound nice?”

      Emmanuel sighed. “There is usually such a press of people.”

      “Well…I suppose we can arrange a few dance parties of our own. But you must promise me that we will attend at least one hosted by someone else.”

      Emmanuel put a hand to his heart, a smile on his face. “I promise.”

      “That is all I ask.”

      Emmanuel shook his head at his aunt, knowing she was taking full advantage of his soft headedness to persuade him to mingle with the ton. He did not mind. His aunt had been trying for years to get him to be more sociable. If it meant spending more time with the lovely Isabella Addison, he would suffer through the asinine talk, the bad food, and the press of people.

      Soon though, he would invite the Geffertons to Helmsfield, perhaps for a week’s visit, and if they were able to get along, then he would make an offer at the end of the visit.

      It was a perfect plan and he could not wait to execute it.
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      Thank you for reading An Untamed Governess for the Rogue!

      

      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:

      A Sinful Duke she can’t Refuse

      A Ravishing Night with the Mysterious Earl

      Secret Confessions of the Enticing Duchess

      Wicked Temptations for the Seduced Duchess

      Daring Fantasies of a Noble Lady
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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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      Having obtained a degree in Journalism, but with an affinity for literature and creative writing, Olivia Bennet knew from a young age that her future lay in the romantic ideals of the past. With a fascination for the Regency era and a good romance, she started her career as a historical romance author the old-fashioned way: with pen and paper.

      

      Born in rural Devon, Olivia draws inspiration from the vast farmlands of the British countryside and the people living in the surrounding villages. An avid artist, she takes her sketchbook everywhere with her and captures the beauty of nature, which she then incorporates into her books.

      

      Allow your conscious to be carried away on a wind made of letters and words, of love, mystery and the magic of the Regency era. Start your journey and allow Olivia’s pen to guide you!
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