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Matthew Trent always knew what was
expected of him and that was to become the Perfect Vicar and a
Perfect Gentlemen. When Grace Cooper enters his life he is forced
to face what he really wishes to become.

Grace Cooper has three
options for marriage available to her in the small village where
she resides. However, Grace would rather be placed on the shelf
than enter into a miserable union.

When someone threatens her
father and then makes an attempt on her life, it is Vicar Trent who
vows to protect her and brings scandal to her doorstep, upsetting
the delicate balance of both of their worlds.
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For: Bernard

 


High school wouldn’t have been the same
without you
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Bentley Manor, 1789

 


Matthew Trent sat in the large chair facing
his father, the Earl of Bentley, his bottom smarting from the
whipping he’d just received. Once he was free of this room Matthew
doubted he would sit again for a week. As it was, it took
everything to keep from squirming to find a more comfortable
position. It wasn’t his fault John had climbed the tree and then
fell and broke his arm.

The earl leaned forward and braced an elbow
on the desk, his bushy grey eyebrows drawn together over his nose
in a frown. The man was frightening indeed. “I am disappointed in
you, Matthew.”

When wasn’t his father disappointed in him or
one of his three brothers except perhaps Clayton, his favorite?

“You should have stopped your brother.” His
father’s right hand caressed the end of the willow switch.

“I tried, but he wouldn’t listen to me,
sir.”

The earl’s face grew sterner.

Oh, please don’t let him whip me again.

Father picked up the glass of dark liquid and
sipped. Matthew wanted to be from the room before the earl had too
many more drinks or he was sure to be whipped again. “You need to
be more authoritative when dealing with those who look up to
you.”

How could he be an authority, or order John
around? John was only five and Matthew just turned seven. His
brother was not going to listen to him no matter what.

“How can you be a good vicar if you can’t
lead your parishioners? You must be someone they look to for
guidance in all things.”

Matthew swallowed. He wasn’t sure he wanted
to be a vicar. It sounded too important. And, you had to be good.
Very, very good to be a vicar and he wasn’t good. If he were, then
his father would never need to take the willow switch to his
bottom.

“You like to pray, don’t you, Matthew?” His
father poured more liquid from the decanter into his glass. Was
this his second or third drink?

“Yes, sir.” Matthew did pray a lot. For a
long time he prayed that God would send Mother back to him. For the
last week he had been praying for Adele, his step-mother, and
Julia, his baby sister, to be sent back. But God hadn’t granted
that prayer. Why was it so hard to give him either? God raised
Lazarus from the dead easily. Instead, God let his step-mother and
sister both be swept out to sea after their carriage had gone off
the side of a bridge. It wasn’t fair and at this moment, Matthew
was fairly certain he did not want to be a vicar. You couldn’t be a
vicar and be angry with God, could you?

Matthew looked down at his lap so his father
would not see the tears and blinked quickly. Crying would earn him
another punishment. But, he missed Adele and Julia. Adele, more
than Julia. His step-mother smelled pretty and played games with
them. Julia wasn’t nearly as fun, but she would have been when she
got bigger.

His father leaned back in the big leather
chair and folded his hands on his large belly, thus he was no
longer touching the willow switch. Matthew relaxed but didn’t alter
the straight line of his spine.

“I’ve decided that since you cannot be a good
influence on your brother, you need to spend more time in your
studies.”

Matthew looked up and swallowed, hoping his
father didn’t hear the little groan. Matthew hated to study almost
as much as he hated his tutor, Mr. Pomroy. The man liked to smack
his knuckles as often as father took the switch to him or his
brothers.

“You are to visit Vicar Hinrich each
afternoon for additional education to prepare you to be the perfect
vicar.”

Matthew perked up. He liked Vicar Hinrich,
very much. And, his wife made the most delicious cherry tarts.

His father leaned forward once again, and
caressed the willow as if he were the softest silk. “I expect you
to excel at your studies, Matthew. You are my third son and need a
way to support yourself. I expect nothing but perfection from
you.”
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Yorkshire, England, October, 1813

 


Grace Cooper ran across the field of
wildflowers, one hand on her bonnet to keep it in place. The church
bells tolled in the distance and she picked up speed. A lady would
have taken the carriage, or at least traveled upon the road. But,
as she was simply the daughter of landed gentry, lady not attached
to her name; Grace reasoned a simple miss could do as she pleased –
almost.

The new vicar was to give the sermon today.
She had not yet met him, but rumors and gossip claimed him to be
quite young, and handsome. Not that it mattered. Grace just didn’t
like to leave a poor first impression. She frowned. Which was
exactly what would occur when she entered the sanctuary several
minutes late.

Perhaps he wouldn’t notice. The church was
sure to be full, if not over packed. Everyone would come to see and
hear him. Oh, how she wished she could recall his name. She was
certain several people had told her, but the information was no
longer in her mind.

Grace crested the hill and looked down at the
simple parish church. Curricles, carriages, landaus and horses
crowded along the circular drive. She had never seen so many show
for Sunday Services. Perhaps there wouldn’t even be a seat
available. It would serve her right. If she hadn’t tarried in the
dairy, she would have arrived on time.

Gaining more momentum than she planned going
down the hill, Grace had to force herself to slow before she lost
her footing and rolled the rest of the way. Arriving late was one
thing. Arriving late and disheveled was another matter
entirely.

Grace reached the front of the church and
skidded to a halt. A quick tap of her head fixed her hat, a pat
across her dress smoothed the material, and a stomp of her foot
loosened a chunk of dirt stuck to her shoe. After a deep breath,
she smiled as she opened the door and stepped in. The parishioners
were seated and she stopped short. The minister pinned her with a
look and frowned. Heat infused her face. Yes, a very bad
impression, indeed. But, it could not be helped.

The rumors were correct. He was young, and
handsome. She couldn’t tell the color of his eyes, but his hair was
a rich brown with a hint of red. Few lines marred his face, and his
lips were firm.

Instead of walking further up the aisle to
her regular pew, Grace attempted to slide in to the last bench next
to Mrs. Montgomery. The woman harrumphed and refused to move so
Grace had to step around her to the empty space.

The new minister glanced over his notes and
she studied him. Vicars were usually older, with thin or graying
hair. This one couldn’t be over thirty. Of course, most ministers
probably started out young. She had just never met a vicar this
young before.

Grace glanced over at Mrs. Montgomery and
noted the narrowing of her eyes. She was probably imagining her
daughter marrying such a pillar of the community right now. Too bad
Audrey wasn’t here to dissuade her mother.
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Matthew, Vicar Trent to his parishioners,
tried to ignore the knot in his stomach, paused in his sermon and
looked at those gathered in the pews, staring at him. They appeared
attentive, for the moment at least. This was the most important
sermon of his life. Or at least it seemed that way. The dozens who
looked up at him were the very ones who would now seek his
guidance. He could not make an error. This message had to be
perfect, just as he was required to be perfect. So far, the sermon
had been.

The door opened and beams of sunlight bathed
the newly polished wood floor. A young woman stepped into the back
of the sanctuary. Her smile lit the room and for a moment all his
thoughts fled. Deep mahogany hair shone from the sun and arranged
curls fell to her shoulders. Her smile was crooked, the left side
higher than the right, which he found endearing. One eyebrow was
slightly elevated, as if she knew something nobody else did. He
could not take his eyes off of her.

Someone cleared their throat and Matt’s face
grew warm. This was not the time, or place, to be dumbstruck by a
pretty girl.

He gritted his teeth and glanced down at his
outline. He’d just finished with the poor in spirit. Next was
blessed are those who mourn. Matthew looked up and out the windows
to the right of the church. A cemetery lay just beyond. How many in
this room had a loved one resting under the neatly clipped grass
beyond these walls? He knew about mourning all too well. First his
mother, then his step-mother and half-sister, all before the age of
seven.

Matthew closed his eyes and took a deep
breath. He had been doing well until the young woman walked into
the sanctuary and now he couldn’t seem to concentrate on what came
next. He had been nervous, no to be honest, he had been scared
before delivering the sermon in the first church he had been
assigned. He wasn’t ready for this. After years of training he
still wasn’t prepared for the vocation assigned to him. As long as
he could remember he had been told he would be a vicar, and that is
what he became. And, even if he could do something else with his
life, Matthew didn’t know what that would be, so he would be the
perfect vicar, as was expected.

He put his hand in his pocket to caress the
familiar foolscap. He did not need to read it to know what it said.
Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.
Matthew 5:45.

Matthew cleared his throat and focused once
again at his parishioners. “Blessed are those who mourn, for they
will be comforted. What Jesus is telling us is that no matter how
deep the sin or how unbearable the loss, He is here to comfort us.
The Lord God will soothe your pain, take away your sin, bring you
comfort. You only have to trust in Him.”

The words he rehearsed and memorized came
back to him and he no longer looked at his outline, but focused on
those in the pews. He had to reach them. Each and every one. Even
the tardy young woman in the back. Yes, his purpose was to be
perfect for God, a perfect gentleman, a perfect vicar, and thus,
make sure each of them was as perfect as they could be. It was a
duty instilled in him from a very young age and he could not
fail.

Though Matthew tried to look to those in the
front as well as the back, he did not glance in the direction of
the very last pew. He could not afford to be distracted again. By
the time he said the final prayer, his hands no longer shook. He
nodded to Mrs. Phillips, and she played the last Psalm of the
morning. Matthew took a deep breath and moved to stand by his seat.
He’d delivered his first sermon in his very own church. Singing the
song from memory, he looked at his flock. The room was packed but
he didn’t deceive himself into thinking it would always be this
way. He was new and positive several of those in attendance came
simply to judge him. Though he wished it were different, he wasn’t
so naive to believe otherwise.

There were older people, some with canes that
sat by themselves or with an equally aged spouse. There were
younger couples with children settled between them, some becoming
more fidgety as the morning grew long, and every age in between. He
remembered having to sit through church as a small boy when the
weather was perfect for running and playing. He used to stare
longingly out the window while Vicar Hinrich rambled on about one
lesson or another. Though he should have paid attention to each and
every word, by the time Sunday arrived, Matthew already knew what
the sermon was by heart. Vicar Hinrich had practiced it in front of
him and as he got older, Matthew had even helped him write a
few.

He glanced to the tardy woman in the back.
Her face shone in happiness as she sang. Why did he look in her
direction? An older woman stood next to her. When she noted his
focus, she glared at the younger one. Matthew was not sure what to
make of it. Was she piqued because the younger one was late? Or,
perhaps the young woman couldn’t sing at all and it appeared she
sang loudly by the joy on her face. It was difficult to appreciate
an off key voice blaring in one’s ear. Perhaps it was the woman’s
joy. A person should show respect and be serious and repentant in a
church, not glow with happiness as if she were attending a
party.

There was no point in speculation. Matthew
knew nothing about the people in this parish, but would soon
enough. Then he would be able to know who liked and disliked who
and why.

When the last verse began, he placed his
Bible on the pulpit and made his way down the aisle and stepped out
into the bright sunshine. Soon the parishioners would exit the
church and he would greet most of them for the first time. His
palms began to sweat anew and he swiped them against his robe.

They came out of church in single file,
waiting in line to meet him. Nobody skipped out through the wide
door to avoid an introduction. Instead, the line continued all the
way down the aisle. How many people were here? The names and faces
swam in his brain. How long would it be before he could remember
each and every one?

After an eternity, the end was in sight and
the older woman from the back stepped forward.

“It was an invigorating sermon, Vicar Trent.
I am so glad you joined our parish.” The woman practically
gushed.

“Thank you, um, Mrs … “

“Mrs. Montgomery.” She beamed. “You must come
by for tea. Or better yet, dinner. As a bachelor, I am sure you
would appreciate a nice meal in the company of others. It is not
good for the digestion to eat alone.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Montgomery.” Each wife and
widow, old and young, had invited him to dinner. At this rate, he
would not have to eat alone for six months.

“Is tomorrow too soon?” she asked.

“I am afraid it is. I am still trying to get
settled.”

A look of disappointment crossed her
face.

“Might I call on you later in the week, Mrs.
Montgomery? We can discuss a convenient evening then.”

Her smile returned. “I look forward to it.”
She stepped away and glanced at the young woman behind her. Mrs.
Montgomery stopped. “I promise that not all of the young, available
women in this parish are as inconsiderate as you might have
witnessed. Why my Audrey would never be late to a
service.”

Matthew bit the inside of his cheek. So, the
woman had a daughter. Why did every mother think a vicar needed a
wife? No, he amended his thoughts. Every bachelor needs a wife. “I
don’t recall meeting your daughter. Did she come through
earlier?”

“Oh, no.” The woman waved her hand. “My
Audrey is visiting with her aunt, Lady Hartley. The
countess. She will return from London this afternoon, now that
the little season is coming to a conclusion.”

He wondered what Mrs. Montgomery would think
if she knew his father had been an earl until his death back in
January. Until recently, he had been third in line for the title.
But now that Clayton had married, Matthew would move further down
the list, as he should, once Clayton’s heirs were born. No doubt
Mrs. Montgomery’s opinion of him would increase but in truth,
titles meant nothing to him. Souls however did.
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Grace bit back a groan. Mrs. Montgomery had
never liked her and she shouldn’t be surprised that the woman
didn’t hesitate to point out her faults to the new vicar. Grace’s
face heated when Vicar Trent raised an accusing eyebrow and looked
in her direction. He had the most beautiful blue eyes. The color of
the sky on a crisp autumn day.

She ignored the older woman and bobbed a
curtsey to Vicar Trent. “I apologize. My chores took longer than I
anticipated this morning.”

Mrs. Montgomery had not moved on and remained
focused on her. “One should not work on the Lord’s Sabbath, Miss
Cooper.”

Could her face become hotter? Grace forced
her jaw to unclench so she could address the older woman, and in as
polite of tone as she could muster. “I will mention that to the
cows, Mrs. Montgomery. Perhaps they could produce twice the milk on
Saturday and then we could all rest on Sunday.”

The woman stared at her, brows knitted in
confusion and Grace couldn’t resist adding, “As when God provided
manna for two days, the day before the Sabbath, for those wandering
in the dessert.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Mrs. Montgomery stuck
her nose in the air, turned around and marched off.

Satisfied, Grace turned back to Vicar Trent.
“I am Grace Cooper and I do apologize for my tardiness. I will try
not to let it happen again.”

“It would be most appreciated, Miss Cooper,
if you did arrive on time.”

Grace was slightly taken aback. She knew it
was not well done of her to be late, but to have the new vicar
chastise her at their very first meeting was a bit disconcerting.
Isn’t a vicar supposed to be approachable, understanding and
forgiving? Vicar Merker had been all of those, exactly what one
expected from a man of the cloth. Vicar Trent’s blue eyes held no
warmth and there wasn’t even a hint of a smile on his lips. This
was not good at all.

“Again, I apologize.” She nodded her head and
stepped away.

Mr. Richards rushed toward her when she
stepped into the shadows of the steeple. “How are you this fine
day, Miss Cooper?”

The man’s grin was wide and he offered her
his arm, which Grace took. She needed to find a way to discourage
his suit, but she did not want to be rude in the process. “I am
well, thank you.”

“And your father? How is he getting on?”

At least Mr. Richards’ question seemed
sincere. Unfortunately, she could not say the same for some of the
others in the village. “Papa is about the same.”

The smile fell from Mr. Richards’ face. “I am
sorry to hear that. There is no hope for improvement?”

It saddened her to say so, but knew she must
face the truth. “It has been two years since the accident. I do not
expect any further improvement.”

“Miracles do happen.”

Grace would love to be encouraged by Mr.
Richards’ words, but gave up hope long ago that her father would
ever speak again. “I pray every day, but have come to accept this
is my father’s future.”

Mr. Richards patted her hand. “Might I escort
you home?” He gestured to his carriage not far away.

Grace would love to ride home, but again, did
not want to offer any further encouragement. “No thank you, but it
was kind of you to offer.”

She broke away from Mr. Richards and walked
toward the hill. If she took the road, he would probably ride along
beside her until she reached her destination. Besides, she had been
gone long enough and the shorter route would get her back to papa
quicker. Grace tightened the ribbon under her chin to secure her
bonnet and glanced back. The new vicar watched her, a frown on his
face. She did not acknowledge him and began her trek.

What did he find so disapproving of her?
Granted, she was late this morning, but should one be judged so
quickly on one instance? She certainly hoped this was not his
normal disposition. He didn’t even smile when he delivered the
blessing, or sang. Being forgiven was a wonderful thing and should
make a person happy. Perhaps the new vicar didn’t know how to
smile, which would be very sad indeed because laughter was the most
wonderful thing in the world. She certainly hoped he didn’t come
here to judge and take all the enjoyment from the community. That
would not be good. Not good at all. Further, she would not allow it
to happen.
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That horn was going to drive Matthew to
Bedlam. Perhaps it wasn’t the toot itself, but the fact that when
he thought the child was done and Matthew was able to return to
drafting out the notes for his next sermon, the noise sounded
again. On top of that, the horn was out of tune. How could anyone
work with such noise?

With the quill poised and ready to dip into
the ink he waited. The horn had sounded six times already. Was it
safe to continue or would the racket begin once more? He counted to
ten. Nothing. He dipped the quill. Still nothing. Finally,
silence.

Matthew put the tip to parchment. The horn
screeched and a shout rang out. Startled, his arm jerked and the
quill scratched across the parchment, ruining the entire page. He
shoved back his chair, stood and marched to the window. He arrived
just in time to see stacks of wood from a small, poorly built fort,
tumble to the ground. Children stood around the structure cheering.
In the middle of this group was Miss Cooper. It was Sunday
afternoon, why were these children not home with their families? He
turned from the window, grabbed his coat and stomped out the back
door of the parsonage and strode to the park-like setting behind
the church.

A little girl with blond curls looked up at
the young woman. “Did it happen just like that, Miss Cooper?”

“Something like that. But Jericho was much,
much bigger. Why, the walls that fell surrounded an entire
city.”

The children’s eyes grew wide with
astonishment.

An eager young boy pulled at her skirt. “What
happened next?”

She turned to one of the older lads. “Perhaps
you should read, James.”

A boy, whom Matthew assumed was James, picked
up the Bible lying on a blanket under the tree. The children
gathered around him and settled on the ground to hear more of the
accounting.

“Good afternoon, Miss Cooper, children.”

Miss Cooper jumped and turned to look at him.
A hand came up to her throat as if startled by his presence. The
children became silent in an instant, their eyes wide, almost as if
they were frightened of him. He couldn’t imagine why. They didn’t
even know him and he certainly wasn’t someone who instilled fear in
children. At least he didn’t think he did.

“Vicar Trent, what a surprise.”

For a moment, he was taken aback. He had
never seen such green eyes sparkle with happiness before. It must
be the sun’s reflection because he was sure they were not as green
this morning outside of the church. Some of her hair had come loose
and rich, mahogany curls framed her face. He took his focus off of
her and looked around at the gathering. “Might I ask what you are
doing?”

“Reenacting the fall of Jericho.” She
answered and gestured to the logs lying on the ground. “As you can
see, the walls have now fallen.”

“To what purpose?”

“This is Sunday School. We have lessons every
Sunday after the meal.”

Matthew glanced at Miss Cooper and then the
children. He moved away from the gathering and gestured for Miss
Cooper to follow him to a place further from the children.

She frowned and followed him.

Matthew glanced behind them. The children
should not be able to hear them.

“I thought Sunday school was for learning how
to read, write and other such things, Matthew asked in a low
voice.

She brought her hand up to her chin and
appeared to give his words some consideration for a moment. “I
suppose that is one purpose.”

“Then shouldn’t the children be reading from
their Bible instead of playacting.”

Her face lit with excitement. “They learn so
much more when they can pretend and take parts.”

“So they have already read the story.”
Perhaps he needed to explain to her the reason for Sunday school so
she could go about teaching the children in a proper way. It was a
fairly new concept for the purpose of educating the poor, teaching
them to read, write, cipher, and such.

“No, I told them. We were just about to read
what came next.”

Miss Cooper clearly did not understand her
role as the teacher. Perhaps she was too young. Maybe there was
someone who was better suited for the position, such as an older,
mature woman who would not want to play with the students. He
pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger and
thought about how to explain.

“I am glad you are going to read now, but
wouldn’t the children learn more if they had read the story from
the beginning?”

She shook her head and frowned. “They enjoy
this part and I see no harm.”

“No harm?” He threw his hands up and paced
before her. “The children need to learn how to read, understand
grammar. They cannot do that if you tell them the stories they are
to read for themselves.”

Her forehead scrunched. “Vicar Trent, the
purpose of this Sunday School is to teach Bible stories.”

He stopped and stared at her. “Then who is
teaching them to read, and all those other subjects children need
to learn in school?” He didn’t mean to raise his voice, but the
young woman was beyond frustrating. A few of the children glanced
over at him.

“Mr. Petty, the school teacher,” Miss Cooper
leaned in and whispered. “Once they are of age, the children attend
during the week.”

He closed his eyes and ran his fingers
through his hair. Nobody told him there was a school in the
village.
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Grace glanced back at the children. They were
having such fun until he came along. Now they were frightened as
poor rabbits cornered by a fox. His stance was so rigid and there
wasn’t even a hint of a smile. He was much too serious. “Would you
care to join us? The children would learn so much more from you, I
am sure.”

His eyes grew wide, his mouth formed an odd
shape, as if he had tasted something quite horrid and he took a
step back. “I do not think so, Miss Cooper.”

“Miss Cooper?”

She turned to James. “Yes?”

“What is pro… st . . prost… I don’t
know this word.”

How could she have forgotten Rahab was a
prostitute? Heat infused her cheeks. She certainly didn’t want to
explain such a profession. “Don’t worry about it,” She called back
to him before she turned to face Vicar Trent. His mouth was pursed,
the left side tilted at a slight angle, his left eyebrow raised.
Was he smirking at her? How dare he!

Her face burned. She turned her back on the
man and looked back at James. “What is important is that Rahab hid
the spies and helped Joshua.”

The boy shrugged his shoulders and appeared
happy with the explanation.

“Why don’t you children pick up the wood and
stack it so Vicar Trent will have kindling for his fire.”

Without a word, they went to work, gathering
the branches and small logs and she focused her attention back on
Vicar Trent’s light blue eyes and a mixture of mortification,
vexation and embarrassment settled into the pit of her stomach.
This second impression was worse than the first, and she had only
met him three hours ago.

He turned and walked away from her and the
children, his hands clasped behind his back. Grace hurried to catch
up and matched her steps with his. Not sure how to proceed, she too
clasped her hands behind her and mimicked his movements.

“Explain to me, Miss Cooper, why it is
necessary to have Sunday school when there is already a
school?”

Did the man not listen before? “To teach them
Bible stories.”

“Why can’t they be taught in school?” He
continued walking, his head down, as if he was pondering her
questions and answers.

“There is not enough time.”

He stopped and turned to look at her. “Are
they not in school all day?”

Why did she feel like she was in trouble
somehow when she had done nothing wrong? “No. Only in the morning.
Many of the children are needed at home for chores.”

“Ah.” He nodded his head, turned and
continued to walk.

“Very few villages have schools. We are lucky
to have Mr. Petty. He tutored all of Lord Crews’ boys, until they
were old enough to go to school. The council offered him a cottage
and a small pittance if he would stay and teach.”

“I see,” Vicar Trent mumbled.

What did he see?

“And this Mr. Petty does not have time to add
Biblical teachings to his lessons?”

“I already said he did not.” Could this man
not remember what was said to him but a few moments ago? Did he
have an ailment of some sort which affected his memory?

Vicar Trent stopped and brought his hand up
to rub his chin. “Perhaps I should speak to this teacher.”

Grace stepped in front of him and fought the
panic. “Please, do not.”

He looked down at her. “Why ever not?”

She had to make her argument convincing, but
who was he to decide to make changes after living in the village
for not even a full week. She fisted her hands and placed them on
her hips. “As I said, he does not have time. And second, teaching
Sunday school is my job.”

His eyebrows rose in surprise. “They pay you
to teach these children?”

She took a step back, a bit offended by his
tone, as if she were not worthy. “Yes, they do.”

He crossed his arms over his chest and tapped
his right foot. If that wasn’t bad enough, he narrowed his eyes as
if judging her. “Exactly what are you qualifications?”

Qualifications? Did one now need to be
qualified to teach children the Bible? “I love children and I know
the Bible.”

“It sounded to me as if you were merely
playing?”

Grace clenched her jaw tight to keep from
saying anything rude or worse, something completely inappropriate
to say to a vicar. She inhaled through her nostrils. Who was he
that he could judge her? She forced herself to relax and blew out a
breath. I will remain calm. “As I said, the children enjoy
acting out the stories. They take much more from them than simply
reading it in the Bible.”

He pivoted on his heel and put his hands
behind his back once more, but did not walk back. The children were
still carrying sticks to the woodpile beside the parsonage and
stacked them neatly beside the already seasoned wood. “Then might I
suggest that you teach quieter next time.”

Oh dear, they had disturbed him. No wonder he
was irritated. Grace hurried to catch up. “I am sorry. Were you
working on something very important?”

He stopped and looked down at her again.
“Next week’s sermon.”

Already? “But that is not until next
week.”

“Miss Cooper much goes into making a sermon
perfect.”

“Isn’t the Lord’s word already perfect?”He
blew out an exasperated sigh and looked up to the sky. “This from a
woman who made the walls of Jericho out of a bunch of twigs.” He
turned to her, his face rigid and Grace feared she had gone too
far. “Man, however is not.”

She had a hard time believing it took an
entire week to write a sermon. Then again, he did ask a lot of
repetitive questions today. Perhaps his memory truly was faulty and
it did take him that long to remember his words.

She returned to the children who were waiting
further instructions now that the wood had been neatly stacked and
ready for use this winter. .

James ran up to them. “Is our lesson
done?”

Grace smiled down at the three dozen eager
faces. She loved each and every one of them. “That is all for the
day. Why don’t you gather on the blankets? I’ll be over in a
moment.”

They ran to the shaded area set up for their
lessons. Tommy jumped up in the middle of the group. “But what
happens after they gain access to the city?” He wielded a stick as
a sword. “Did they kill the enemy?”

The children laughed at his antics.

“The Word of God is nothing to laugh about,”
Vicar Trent said only loud enough for her ears. “What you are
learning is not fiction.” Vicar Trent turned to stomp back toward
the house.

Grace raced after him. “There is nothing
wrong with laughter. I am sure even Jesus laughed on occasion.”

Vicar Trent stopped and straightened and
turned to her. “Where did you ever get such a ludicrous idea?”

Oh dear, now she had really made him angry.
“I assumed…”

“Assuming is what gets everyone in trouble.
It is hard enough to avoid sin when we know what the law is. It is
impossible when we start making up parts about our Savior’s
life.”

Grace took a step back and crossed her arms
over her chest. How dare he chastise her? “And you know for a fact
that Jesus never laughed.”

“It is not in the Bible.” He stepped forward
and towered over her.

They stood toe to toe, both with arms
crossed, challenging the other. “Not everything is in the
Bible.”

“Are you calling the Word of God inaccurate
or incomplete?”

“Of course not.” She threw up her hands but
refused to back down. “We know when Jesus was born.” She held up
her thumb. “We know as a child he disappeared from his parents to
go to his Father’s House.” She stuck up her index finger. “And, we
know that at the age of thirty he began his mission to save
us.”

“And nowhere does it say Jesus laughed.”

“There are a lot of years missing, Vicar
Trent.” Honestly, she’d never met a more aggravating man.

“So you have decided to make up stories about
what he did during this time?” He threw his hands up as if
disgusted and walked away. He turned and pointed at her. “Danger
lies in making such suppositions, Miss Cooper.”

“How? By believing Jesus may have laughed.
How is that sinful?”

“He was the Son of God, sent to this world to
save us. He had a very serious role.”

“And, he was a child for a good portion of
it. You can’t believe he never once ran and played with
friends.”

“He was a serious boy, which scripture has
shown.”

“Yes, it does provide that evidence,” Grace
admitted with some reluctance. “But I find it hard to believe he
didn’t have some happiness. His first miracle occurred at a
celebration.”

“True.” Vicar Trent nodded his head, and then
took a step forward. “However, it was for the benefit of
others.”

It saddened her to think that Jesus never
laughed and she could not accept the possibility. “How could a man,
so full of compassion and love, so much so that he gave up his
life, not have known the feeling of joy? I am sorry. I cannot
accept that God would not have allowed his own son to find
happiness while on this earth, no matter how fleeting.”

Vicar Trent stared at her. A few times he
opened his mouth as if he were going to speak, but closed it again.
After a moment, he turned and stalked away.

Goodness that had not gone well.
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Matthew paced in his study, grumbled and
paced some more. He couldn’t believe the audacity of that woman.
How dare she question him on something as simple as laughter? It
further aggravated him that she may be correct. He had always
envisioned Jesus as a serious child, going about his Father’s work
and helping his earthly father before he went out into the world.
Was it farfetched to believe he may have laughed and played? Just
because he hadn’t been allowed to laugh and play as a child didn’t
mean Jesus hadn’t.

He shook the thoughts from his mind. He
didn’t want to question what he always believed to be true. Such
questions lead to further questions and soon one’s faith was in
question. He would not sink into that sin. It had been a constant
battle for as long as he could remember to not question and wonder
and he couldn’t let it happen now. This was the first church he had
been assigned to and he could not be the perfect vicar for his
parishioners if he started wondering about things, even as minor as
if Jesus laughed. Besides, Miss Cooper and the children may have
the freedom to laugh but he did not. His work was for a serious
gentleman. If one was to preach the word of God, he had to be above
reproach and respected. One did not gain respect by playing with
sticks. He stopped by the window and glanced out. Just because he
hadn’t been allowed the same freedom as a child did not make it
wrong. He could see how her teaching methods would be beneficial
and perhaps it was a better way to learn for the younger
children.

His chest tightened. He should not have
chastised her. Miss Cooper had done nothing wrong. Matthew just
wondered why he was so irritable of late. He knew his duty and what
was expected of him, but why was it so hard, almost as if he were
forcing himself to read and write the sermon. It did not need to be
completed and memorized until the end of the week but he knew from
experience that if he put it off even one day he would find an
excuse to put it off for another until Friday arrived and he had no
choice and usually prepared a poor excuse of a sermon. That had
been his experience the times he substituted for an absent vicar or
when it was his turn in larger churches. Those sermons were
important, but not as the ones he now needed to deliver in his own
church so why was it so difficult to get on with the necessary
work?

He poured tea into his cup and settled back
into this chair. Instead of continuing with his work he watched out
the window. Miss Cooper had settled on a blanket beneath the tree.
The children surrounded her and she handed an apple to each of
them. He didn’t know what to make of her. Tardy this morning,
playing with the children this afternoon. Though she acted young,
he could tell she was of an age to marry and wondered why she
hadn’t. She certainly was pleasant to look upon. With such deep
green eyes, and shimmering dark hair, no doubt she turned many a
head. There was something about that young woman that rattled his
brain. No woman had ever flummoxed him before, nor had he ever been
reduced to incoherency because of a lovely face, and kissable
lips.

Matthew stood suddenly, spilling the lukewarm
tea onto his coat. Where had those thoughts come from? She was a
parishioner in his church and not only that, she’d mocked him. He
should not have even noticed she was pretty, or had lips, and Miss
Cooper was the last person he should be thinking such thoughts
about. He couldn’t remember noticing a woman’s eyes and lips
before. Why did he remember hers?

The children squealed with laughter and he
looked back out the window. Miss Cooper shushed them. Why had he
been so hard on the children, and her? They were just having a bit
of fun. Perhaps it was jealousy, as it was behavior he would not
have exhibited. He never had, nor been allowed to have fun. Not
even as a child, and he never would.

Matthew blew out a breath. Thinking about the
children and Miss Cooper was not how one prepared a sermon so he
must put them from his mind. He picked up his notes and began to
read what had already been written. More laughter intruded on his
solitude. He tossed the parchment onto the desk. He would get
nothing done while they were about. Was there nowhere else they
could go? Then again, he really shouldn’t kick anyone off of the
church property. It just seemed wrong to do such a thing.

Since he would be unable to concentrate on
the sermon, Matthew put the notes away and picked up the list of
families in the parish. He needed to visit each of them this week.
It was important that he get to know each and every one of them.
And though he loathed gossip, he knew he would hear about other
families during his visit. He hoped this parish was different from
his encounters in London, but did not hold out any hope.

What was the best way to schedule his visits
so nobody felt slighted? Perhaps alphabetically. Nobody could argue
with that. He read through the list and dismissed the idea. Such a
plan would put him at Miss Cooper’s house on the second day. The
last person he needed to encounter so soon was Miss Cooper with her
deep green eyes.

Matthew pinched the bridge of his nose. He
must stop thinking about those big, expressive eyes with the thick,
dark lashes. He stared across the room and attempted to erase her
face from his mind and then turned back to the list. A smile pulled
at his lips. He knew exactly how to plan his visits so she would be
one of the last and would put him at the Cooper household on
Friday, at the earliest. That was plenty of time to forget the
young woman.
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Grace placed the plate holding a piece of
apple tart before her father, then took a seat beside him. “Here
you go, Papa. It’s still warm.”

He did not say thank you, but he looked up
and offered a half smile. She missed hearing his voice. He picked
up his spoon and began to eat. She sighed and poured tea into her
cup. A breeze blew a loose curl across her face, and she tucked it
behind her ear before she sipped her tea and looked out at the
land. She loved this time of day. The terrace was shaded, and she
and her father could enjoy the outdoors in the afternoon.

If only he could speak. She had been waiting
for two years

“Miss Cooper?”

She turned the find Mrs. Thomas, the maid,
cook and caregiver for her father, standing at the door. “Mr.
Richards has come to call.”

She should have expected Mr. Richards. He
always called on Friday. She placed her cup into the saucer and
stood. “I’ll be right in.”

“Mr. Draker and Mr. Thorn are here as
well.”

Grace stopped short. All three of them? This
was unusual indeed. Mr. Draker came by on Saturday and Mr. Thorn,
Monday. Why were they all here at once?

“Mrs. Thomas, could you please sit in the
chair by the window?” It was the same seat she always took. From
that place Mrs. Thomas could keep an eye on her father and also act
as chaperone by being in the same room with Grace when a gentleman
came to call.

“Of course.” The woman smiled. “As soon as I
prepare another pot of tea and plate of biscuits.

This gave Grace a few moments to gather her
thoughts. She would not go in until Mrs. Thomas returned with the
tea. She sipped from her cup again and studied her father. He
placed his spoon on the now empty plate and settled back in his
chair and looked at her, eyebrows raised in speculation.

“I don’t know why they are all here at once.
I wish they would leave me be.”

He frowned.

She fell back in her chair and heaved a heavy
sigh. “Oh, I wish I knew what you were really thinking instead of
having to guess.”

One eyebrow rose and with his left hand,
grabbed the ring finger on his limp right hand.

“I know, I know. You think I should
marry.”

He offered a quick nod.

“But I don’t want to marry any of them,” she
whispered so not to be overheard.

He tilted his head. After two years, she knew
he asked why.

“I don’t love them, and they don’t love me,
and I don’t see there ever being love.”

He shook his head in a slow manner.
Disappointment showed in his faded green eyes, taking the sparkle
out.

Grace reached over and grabbed his hand.
“Besides, I want to stay here, with you.”

He pulled his hand away and grabbed his right
ring finger again. They had similar discussions in the past and she
knew, or at least thought she knew, he wanted her married and not
stuck here for years taking care of him.

“Papa, how can I leave home? Who would take
care of you?”

He raised his left arm and with his thumb
pointed to the door. Was he telling her to get out? He had never
before suggested so strongly she leave and her heart
constricted.

Mrs. Thomas walked back through the door and
Grace relaxed a bit. Her father wasn’t kicking her out, but telling
her Mrs. Thomas would see to him. It was a relief, but surely he
understood that Mrs. Thomas could not be here all of the time. She
only came in the morning and left before dinner because she had her
own family. Though her children were now married and moved away,
she did have a husband of her own to take care of.

“The tea and biscuits have been delivered,
Miss Cooper.”

“Very well, I suppose I should see to my
guests.” She rose and kissed her father on the cheek before she
made her way to the parlor.

The three gentlemen stood at various places
in the room. Mr. Richards, with his blond hair and brown eyes
leaned negligently against the fireplace mantle. There was a
feminine quality about Mr. Richards that always seemed odd to her,
not that she would ever mention to anyone. Mr. Draker stood by the
bookshelf. His black hair was askew and she suspected he brought
his curricle on this call. He drummed his fingers with impatience
upon the shelf. Mr. Thorn, with his red hair and hazel eyes, stood
at the window. She wondered if he had eavesdropped on her
conversation with her father then doubted he could hear much as
they had sat further away and on the other side of the door.

Mrs. Thomas followed her in, picked up her
embroidery and settled into the seat she often occupied while Grace
met with guests.

“Good afternoon, Gentlemen. It is a surprise
to see all three of you here.”

She sat in the chair at the end of the center
table. There were two settees she bypassed, because then one of her
suitors would have to sit next to her. Mr. Draker settled on the
settee to her left and Mr. Thorn sat in the opposite seat.
Apparently, they didn’t want to sit next to each other either.

She reached forward and grasped the teapot
handle to pour the tea. “Mr. Richards, two sugars, correct?”

He nodded his head and she handed him the
cup.

“Mr. Draker, I believe you only like
milk?”

“Yes, thank you.” He took the saucer from her
hand, his fingers brushed hers. Grace tried not to yank her hand
back.

“I believe you don’t take anything, Mr.
Thorn?”

He smiled at her. “It is kind of you to
remember.”

She held the plate up. “Biscuits anyone?”
Only Mr. Draker took one, but he had no chance to touch her
again.

Grace poured her own cup of tea, sipped and
waited for one of them to speak. They looked at each other, as if
waiting for someone to begin the conversation.

Mrs. Thomas stood and walked out of the room.
Grace would have asked why she was leaving her father untended but
she did not want to run after the woman and leave these gentlemen
sitting again. Besides, if Mrs. Thomas left, she had good reason
and since she didn’t appear to be hurried, Grace decided not to be
concerned.

“It is lovely weather we are having, isn’t
it.” Grace offered so at least someone was speaking at this
uncomfortable gathering.

“Yes, yes it is,” Mr. Thorn was quick to
agree.

Mr. Richards placed his cup and saucer on the
table. “Miss Cooper, we did not come here to discuss the
weather.”

She smiled at him. “It would be a very short
conversation if you had.”

Mrs. Thomas walked back through the room.
This time she carried a tray with a cup and saucer, and a plate of
biscuits. Grace wondered who had called. Lord Crew was away
visiting his daughter and new grandchild and he was the only
gentlemen she knew of who cut through the woods and hills
separating the two estates to visit her father. She would always be
grateful to her father’s old friend because he still called, after
all this time and would sit with her father for hours. Too bad Lord
Crew didn’t have any eligible sons, not that they would consider a
poor and destitute gentleman’s daughter, but it would have been
easier to marry into a family who would not consider her father
less worthy because of his injuries.

“We, the three of us, think it is time you
made a decision,” Mr. Draker announced.

Grace placed her tea on the table and sat
back. “Decision?”

“Yes, which one of us are you going to
marry?” Mr. Richards clarified.

Goodness, she was thankful to have set her
drink down or she may have spilled it on her gown. “Marriage?”

“Clearly it has not escaped your notice that
each of us has been courting you,” Mr. Draker talked down to her.
Of the three, he was the one she liked the least. Though he was
solicitous, there were times he spoke to her as if she were a child
and Grace knew she could never marry a man who thought so little of
her intellect.

“I have suspected.”

“Though I don’t wish to be indelicate, Miss
Grace, you are getting on in years and it is time you marry before
it is too late,” Mr. Thorn offered.

She bit her bottom lip to keep from laughing
at Mr. Thorn. Of the three, he was the kindest in his wording. He
often started his sentences, when something was uncomfortable, “I
don’t wish to be indelicate”, or “I don’t wish to insult”, or
something similar. However, at the age of twenty she did not think
she was even close to spinsterhood.

“I appreciate your concern, Mr. Thorn.”

“So, which one of us will it be?” Mr.
Richards demanded. He was the least patient of the three. Always to
the point. She wondered if that is what made him a successful
businessman.

She studied each gentleman. While they had
something to recommend them individually, there were more reasons
they would not suit her. This was not going to be easy but as they
had pressed the issue, it was time she informed them of her
thoughts.

“I cannot marry at this time in my life.
Surely you understand.”

Mr. Richards stood. “No, I do not
understand.” He walked behind the settee and paced.

“I cannot leave my father. Who would take
care of him?”

This time Mr. Thorn stood. “Miss Cooper, I
would be honored to take care of you and your father. You need not
worry about him.”

That was the first time anyone made this
offer.

“Of course, you would need to live at my
home, but there is plenty of room for all of us. It is a large
house. Why, even with your father in residence there is still
plenty of room for any children we are blessed with.”

Her stomach clenched. The idea of having
children, or the means required to obtain such children, was not
something she wished to experience with anyone in the room. Not
that she knew exactly what people did to conceive a child, but she
had lived in the country her entire life, was familiar with mating
rituals of animals and didn’t want any of these three that close to
her person, assuming humans performed a similar act.

“This is my father’s home. I could not even
think of removing him from it. Besides, who would take care of the
house and lands if I no longer lived here?”

Mr. Richards sat forward. “I would hire a
house full of servants. They could take care of your father, and
the land. I see no reason why you couldn’t visit him up to once a
week to see how he fared.”

Once a week? If she did marry and move away,
she would certainly want to visit her father more often than
that.

“It isn’t as if he would even know whether
you were here or not,” Mr. Richards continued.

Anger shot through her and Grace stood. “He
most certainly would know, Mr. Richards.”

“Come now, Miss, Cooper,” Mr. Draker began.
“We know he can’t speak and can barely take care of himself. The
accident reduced him to a simpleton. A child of five has more
comprehension than your father.”

Graced seethed. They knew nothing about her
father. Had they once bothered to sit with him after the accident?
No. In fact, few in the village knew anything about the progress
he’d made and assumed his lack of speech meant he could no longer
think or feel for that matter.

She looked at each of them. They watched her,
sympathy in their eyes. Yes, seeing her father reduced to being
able to use only his left arm and hand, and only communicate with
his face or touch was difficult, but he was still an intelligent
man. She would never consider handing his care over to anyone who
could not see that.

“My answer is no, to each of you.”

Their jaws dropped. How could they expect her
answer to be anything else? If anyone was a simpleton, it was
they.

“Miss Grace, I insist you reconsider. It is
for your own good.”

“I can decide for myself, what is for my own
good, Mr. Draker.”

“But someone needs to take care of you. A
young woman needs a man to look out for her best interests.”

She turned to Mr. Thorn. “I am well capable
of determining my own best interests.”

“How long before your uncle arrives to take
over? We know he would make you marry one of us and not care what
happened to your father.”

That was her biggest fear. “I thank you for
your concern, Mr. Richards, but I will deal with my uncle, if and
when he ever comes to visit.”

“Which should be shortly, I assume,” Mr.
Draker added.

A chill of foreboding ran up her spine. “Why
do you expect my uncle to visit since he has not bothered to in
well over two years?”

“Someone had to prevail upon him. As your
next of kin, he should come and take responsibility of you and your
father.”

How dare they make such a decision? It was
not in their right to do so. She could only pray her uncle ignored
the letter.

“We each wrote to him, Miss Cooper,” Mr.
Richards added.

Her stomach tightened and Grace feared she
would be ill.

“He is now made aware of our regard for you
and can make his decision when he arrives.”

Grace shot to her feet. “It is not his
decision to make.”

“There, there, Miss Cooper, there is no need
to become emotional.”

“I am not emotional,” she bit out. “I am
livid.”

They each stared at her as if she had gone
mad. “If you are leaving this to my uncle, why bother to visit me
today?”

“We had hoped you would at least announce
which one you are partial to so that we can make the request to
your uncle, and rightful guardian.”

She inhaled deeply through her nose, closed
her eyes and willed herself to be calm before she did physical
damage to one of them. The vase by the window would suffice for
crashing over one of their heads.

When she gained control of her anger, Grace
opened her eyes. They each stood there looking at her, expectantly.
Did they think she had changed her mind? “Gentlemen, my answer is
still no. Now, I need to get back to my father and I wish you all a
good day.”

She marched from the room and stopped short
of the door when she turned to them once again. “Besides, not one
of you actually asked for my hand in marriage. I would never
marry a man who gave me so little consideration, regardless of
whether my uncle orders it or not.” She whipped her chin up, turned
and strode from the room without a backward glance.
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The best part about living in this area of
the country was the wooded trails and rolling hills. Matthew found
it quicker and more enjoyable than riding on the road and the land
reminded him of his family estate. Several paths turned off and he
learned these led to the roads or drives of several properties. He
didn’t know if others used these trails for hunting and remained
alert to anyone else around. He would hate to be shot by
accident.

He veered to the left and took a path he
hadn’t tried before. It wove up to a lovely pasture. To his left
several cows grazed, kept from wandering by long lines of fence. He
rode further up the hill and anticipated he would come to a road or
drive soon. When he crested the rise, he spotted a dark brick manor
house. It was not his intention to emerge so close to someone’s
home. A man sat on the terrace and watched him. Matthew did not
think he could ride away without a word. Besides, he had not met
this particular gentleman before and thought it a good opportunity
to make his acquaintance. Usually one went to the door, left their
card and waited to be announced. Instead, he rode up to the terrace
and dismounted.

The gentleman continued to watch him and did
not say a word. Matthew considered leaving, but knew it would be
beyond rude to do so. A bit ill at ease he approached until he
reached the small table where the older man was sitting. “Good
afternoon, sir, I am Vicar Trent, new to the parish.”

The man offered a slight smile and indicated
to the chair on his left. Matthew relaxed at the welcome and
settled down. A voice could be heard coming from the room inside.
It reminded him of Miss Cooper. He had put off calling on the
family because he was still trying to get her image, eyes and
voice, out of his mind.

An older woman sailed through the door and
placed a tray on the table. “Good afternoon, Vicar Trent.”

He stood. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Thomas.” He
had visited her home a few days earlier.

“Allow me to introduce Mr. Cooper.”

Matthew turned and nodded to the man. Now he
understood why he had not spoken. According to the residents, Mr.
Cooper had been struck in the throat and head by the back leg of a
horse some two years ago. He hadn’t spoken since and could no
longer use his right arm. The townspeople made it sound as if he
were reduced to a complete invalid and simpleton with Miss Cooper
taking care of him day and night. Several residents questioned Mr.
Cooper’s judgment even before the accident because he refused to
let the land be used for a more profitable purpose such as sheep
for the growing local wool industry, farming the fertile land or
allowing mining, since in all probability there were rich iron ore
deposits just below the surface. Mr. Cooper refused, and wanted no
further burden than chickens and cows. Many of the citizens agreed
that it was such a shame since the man was known for his
intelligence and judgment given he had been a solicitor before the
accident.

Over the past several days Matthew had heard
several tidbits of information regarding the Coopers, as if they
were the only family in town worth gossiping about. It had made him
increasingly uncomfortable and he turned the conversation to
something more pleasant the moment he had the chance. He couldn’t
understand the fascination with the father and daughter unless
there was so little to discuss in this town, that they were the
most interesting topic.

“Mr. Cooper, it is an honor to meet you. I’ve
heard much about your family.”

The man rolled his eyes. Perhaps the man
suspected what the people in the town thought of him. Matthew
settled in the chair once again.

Mrs. Thomas handed him a cup of tea. “If you
will excuse me, I need to get back inside to chaperone Miss
Cooper.”

“It sounds as if she has a few callers this
afternoon.”

“Three.” The woman snorted. “And none of them
good enough for her.”

Before Matthew could comment, she returned
inside. He turned to Mr. Cooper who watched him with interest, one
eyebrow raised. Matthew wondered what he questioned.

“Three suitors?”

The man gave a quick nod then brought his
hand up to his ear.

Mr. Cooper may not be able to speak but he
was far from a simpleton. Matthew quieted so Mr. Cooper could
eavesdrop on his daughter’s conversation. While Matthew did not
condone such activity, he understood completely in this instance
since it was the man’s daughter, and her possible future. Matthew
sipped and listened as well. Perhaps this was not well done of him
and he should leave the man to his business, but curiosity won him
over.

The conversation drifted out the window and
he had to wonder what Mr. Cooper thought. Each of the men offered
options for how Miss Cooper could take care of her father. “It
doesn’t sound like Miss Cooper is open to their suggestions,”
Matthew whispered.

The man shook his head and they both went
back to listening.

Matthew was astounded when she announced her
answer was no and he turned back to her father. “Did they all
propose at this visit?” Usually gentlemen approached these matters
when he had the opportunity to speak to the lady alone, and after
he had spoken with the father.

Mr. Cooper rolled his eyes, shook his head in
the negative.

“Did any ask for your blessing?”

The man frowned.

No need to ask if he favored one over the
other. If they couldn’t respect the father, or tradition, they
didn’t deserve to marry the lady in question.

“Is the uncle your brother?”

The man scowled further and nodded.

A door further down opened and Miss Cooper
stormed onto the terrace. Mr. Cooper raised his finger to his lips.
So, Miss Cooper didn’t know her father heard the entire
conversation. Matthew wondered how often the man had sat there and
listened. He wasn’t about to be the one who told her and stood to
greet the young woman when she approached.

She regarded him with irritation, or perhaps
she was still provoked from her encounter inside. “Vicar Trent, I
had not realized you came to call.”

“I was riding in the woods and followed the
path. I did not know it led to your home.”

She glanced at her father.

“When I saw your father sitting here, I could
not just ride on by. Mrs. Thomas was kind enough to introduce
us.”

Miss Cooper worried her bottom lip. Was she
afraid he would insult her father? Given her most recent
conversation, and what he had heard in town, he could well
understand her concern. As their prior meetings had not gone well
either, there was a very good chance that Miss Cooper didn’t want
him anywhere near, and he really couldn’t blame her.

“Your father and I were just having a nice
discussion. I would be pleased if you joined us.”

Her eyes narrowed but she settled into a
vacant seat. Her spine remained stiff however. “You know my father
cannot carry on a conversation.”

Matthew needed to put her at ease. Perhaps
her three suitors had left her in a foul mood, not that he could
blame her. “I beg to differ, Miss. Cooper. A man can speak volumes
with mere facial expressions.”

Her shoulders relaxed.

“You did not accompany your daughter to
church. Were you under the weather?”

Mr. Cooper gestured to his legs, and then
pointed to the cane on his left.

“My father can no longer get in and out of a
carriage, or ride a horse.”

As there was no other way to travel to
church, as he was certain Mr. Cooper could not walk that distance
either, Matthew knew this man would never grace one of the pews.
Still, that should not keep the man from the Word of God. I would
be happy to call on you each Sunday, after service, and share with
you the message of the day.”

The man’s face brightened and this time the
smile revealed straight white teeth. Matthew was encouraged that
the man still wished to attend even though it was physically
impossible.

“Do you intend to stand in the parlor and
deliver the same sermon?” Miss Cooper asked.

Matthew chuckled. Perhaps she was thinking
she would not have to attend either and simply hear the message
here. “No. When I visit my parishioners in their home, I offer an
abridged version and talk with them.”

Her cheeks pinked.

“I know my father has missed attending
services. We would both be grateful if you could call.”

Mr. Cooper nodded his head with
enthusiasm.

“And, if you are here with my father, I won’t
need to worry about how much noise the children make during Sunday
school.”

Her smile did not meet her eyes, and Matthew
surmised she still was not happy with his intrusion on her lessons
earlier in the week.

“Perhaps it is the best arrangement. We shall
see.”
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Grace stared down at the structure of rocks
and twigs. It was a fine replication indeed. The children
surrounded her, each grinned, and pleased with their work. “And
that, children, is Solomon’s temple.”

“It is very grand indeed,” a young girl
whispered in awe.

“Now that we know how it was built, close
your eyes and try to image it full size, and how splendid it must
have been.”

They did as they were told, a variety of
smiles appeared on their faces. It pleased Grace to see them this
way. Learning the lessons from the Bible was very important, but
she thought it almost as important to let them be creative. A
stilted imagination led to a stilted mind. Had her gentlemen
suitors’ imaginations been encouraged perhaps they would have been
better suited to her. But no, given their conversations, their
minds could not see beyond outward appearances. Was Vicar Trent as
unimaginative?

No one saw beyond her father’s disability. If
he lacked this ability, he would have dismissed her father at their
first meeting. She wondered how the visit this afternoon progressed
and hoped her father was not disappointed. Since his accident, he
dressed only in the clothing he wore when working in the barn and
tending animals. Today he had his valet dress him in a fine pair of
breeches, waistcoat, outer coat, shirt and cravat as he had worn to
church and to the office prior to the accident. It warmed her heart
to see him enthusiastic and looking forward to the visit from Vicar
Trent. He had even shooed her from the house before he arrived.
This is what she found odd, but didn’t question it as her father
seemed happier than he had been in a very long time.

“What do you think is most magnificent in
Solomon’s Temple?”

Some of the children looked at her, others
scrunched their faces as if trying to determine.

“The carved cedar walls,” Patrick, a boy of
about ten, answered. This did not surprise her. Patrick always had
a piece of wood and small knife and carved whenever he sat.

“The inner sanctuary in all gold.”

“The cherubim.”

The children called out their various
answers.

“I have the ark, Miss Cooper.” Becca stepped
forward and offered her a small boat made out of twigs.

Grace took the item. Oh dear, the child
misunderstood. A boy to her left snickered and Grace shot him a
disapproving look. Becca was only five. Grace should have
anticipated that the term ark would confuse some of the
children.

She knelt to look the young girl in the eye.
“This is a lovely boat, indeed, Becca, but I am afraid I confused
you.”

“You said they put the ark in the
temple.”

A smile pulled at Grace’s lips. “Yes I did,
which was my mistake. The Ark of the Covenant was placed in the
temple. Not Noah’s ark.”

The child frowned and took the boat out of
Grace’s hand. Tears pooled in her eyes and Grace reached out for
the girl. “I am sorry. I should have been more specific. Do you
think you could make the Ark of the Covenant?”

The child looked up and nodded. Grace brushed
the tear from her cheek. The little girl set about gathering more
twigs.
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Matthew stood a few feet away and listened as
the children discussed the temple and he wasn’t surprised by
Becca’s mistake. Children were always more fascinated with Noah’s
ark and completely misunderstood the Ark of the Covenant. Miss
Cooper handled the situation well so that the little girl was not
too upset. His heart went out to Becca and it was a lesson for him.
One cannot assume everyone understands, and he would need to be
careful in the future so that one of his parishioners did not
mistake his words.

One person who did understand and Matthew
wished the man could converse with him verbally, was Mr. Cooper.
They had spent the last two hours on his sermon from this morning,
being the salt of the earth and light of the world. Mr. Cooper felt
strongly about these verses, especially the part of the salt losing
its saltiness. For so long Mr. Cooper had been treated as if he was
no longer good for anything. He scratched out notes with his left
hand, ones Matthew could barely read, but the message was clear.
The village treated him as if he had little to offer the world, and
he struggled with how he could make people see him differently.
And, the man hated that his daughter was the one taking care of him
instead of the other way around. Miss Cooper should be enjoying
friends, attending dances, even the Season, but she refused to
leave his side except occasionally.

“How long is a cubit?” the little boy from
last week who had been brandishing the pretend sword asked.

“I don’t know, Tommy.” Miss Cooper
shrugged.

A teacher should know this. Matthew stepped
toward the group. “It is approximately one and a half feet.”

They looked up at him in surprise. Miss
Cooper curtseyed and the children took a step back. Were they still
afraid of him?

“Though, the Egyptians used the measurement
from the tip of the middle finger to the elbow.” He held up his arm
in demonstration.

A few of the children did the same, comparing
the length of their arms. “But none of them are the same size.”

“No, they are not, which is why they measured
a man’s arm.”

A few children seemed to study him. “Why
don’t you measure my arm and then measure out the width of the
temple.”

Miss Cooper opened her mouth and her eyes
widened. He suspected his offer surprised her, especially after
last week.

“Becca, do you have string left over?”

A little girl with brown curls rushed
forward. Tommy took the string and measured Matthew’s arm before he
raced off with the older boys. They placed a stake in the ground
and measured until they reached approximately twenty cubits. As
they made their way across the pasture, the remaining children’s
eyes grew wider and wider. They stared in awe when the last stake
was hammered into the ground. Tommy stood with hands on his hips
triumphant. “That is how wide Solomon’s temple was,” he yelled back
to them.

Their eyes kept going from one stake to the
other, as if they were still trying to comprehend the size.

Miss Cooper chuckled. “I told you it was
large.”

“Blimey,” a young boy uttered.

Miss Cooper turned to Matthew. “Thank you for
the explanation. I am sure the children now have a better
understanding.” Happiness sparkled in her emerald eyes, and he
noticed the small dimple at the left corner of her mouth. Her pale,
pink lips puckered nicely too.

What was he thinking?

Matthew offered a quick bow. “It is my
pleasure. Now, I need to return to my work.” He had to leave. Miss
Cooper made him take leave of his purpose.

“Wait,” she called when he turned to walk
away. “How was my father? Did the two of you get on well?”

He was not sure how to answer. Did he want to
alert Miss Cooper to the possibility her father may be suffering
from melancholy? She already worried about him. “I enjoyed my visit
very much. And, your father was not without his opinions.”

“Of that I don’t doubt. He and Vicar Merker,
before the accident, often had lively discussions.”

“I believe he was a bit frustrated at times
since he could only tell me what he was thinking by writing it
out.”

Her face sobered and tears sprung to her
eyes. He hadn’t meant to say anything to upset Miss Cooper.

“He tried to write?”

“Yes. I assumed that is how he conversed when
a nod would not suffice.”

She smiled and swiped a tear. “My father
hasn’t tried to write in a very long time. He gave up in
frustration when he had to write with his left hand.”

“I would have never guessed, though he
struggled a bit.”

“Thank you.” She reached out and grasped his
hand before she quickly let it go, as if realizing her actions were
not proper. “Nobody has given my father reason to try and write
again.”

His heart constricted. He never dreamed his
words could cause a man to attempt something he had given up on and
wasn’t sure how to respond to Miss Cooper. “I am glad he was
motivated.” With that, he took his leave and made his way back to
the parish house.

What was it about Miss Cooper? This morning
he had looked for her and noted she sat in the fifth pew on the
right. At least she wasn’t late this morning, but her presence was
a distraction just the same. As with the week before she sang with
joy and during the sermon her eyes never left him. Granted, they
could have strayed when he looked somewhere else, but when he
returned his gaze to her, she still watched, a smile on her face as
if she was having a very fine time. Didn’t she know the Lord’s
house was a somber place for meditation and the asking for
forgiveness of sins? Surely, her father would have taught her this
proper behavior. Nobody else in the church smiled so why did
she?

During the sermon he found himself consulting
his notes more often than not when distracted by her clear, green
eyes. He was the vicar in this parish and needed to remember his
purpose. It was not to be attracted to a parishioner, no matter how
pretty. He needed to keep that in mind. How could he lead a flock
if his mind was on her?

Mr. Cooper asked that he return soon and
Matthew agreed. However, on reflection he knew he would need to
make those visits when Miss Cooper was not at home. It was safer
for him and his profession if he kept his distance. A gentleman
could not serve the Lord if he was focused on someone else.

Matthew walked into his office and stood at
his desk. The foolscap of Matthew 5:48 stared at him. Beside it he
placed the verse Mr. Cooper had written out for him. Though it was
near indecipherable, Matthew could still read it.
Ecclesiastes7:20, There is not a righteous man on earth
who does what is right and never sin. As Mr. Cooper pointed
out, that while Matthew aimed for perfection, he would never be
without sin, nor would those in the parish. Was the older man
trying to deliver a warning about righteousness? Matthew wished he
could have understood better. It was something he needed to keep in
mind, though he would still strive for perfection for the Lord.
Nothing else was acceptable for him and he feared never achieving
it.

He settled behind his desk and tried to
concentrate on next week’s sermon. The children’s laughter carried
on the wind and into his open window. He could not work this way.
He needed silence. Matthew rose and walked out of the room. He
stood in the middle of the hall and wondered where he could move
his office. On this side of the house was the parlor, a library and
his study. Across the hall was the dining room and kitchen. There
were four rooms upstairs, but those were reserved as bedrooms. On
the other hand, he was a bachelor. How many bedrooms did one need?
His decision made, Matthew went upstairs to the room farthest from
where the children played. The bed and armoire could be stored in
the attic and his desk, table and bookshelves would be brought
here. He would no longer hear Miss Cooper and thus be able to
concentrate.
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Grace did not know what to make of Vicar
Trent. His sermons were delivered with passion. Though sober and
serious, there was still emotion in his words. She rarely saw him
smile. Yet, he was kind and courteous to her father when others
dismissed him. One thing was clear, he did not like her. It seemed
like he could barely stand to be in her presence and she could not
for the life of her understand his disdain.

She wished it were different for she would
like to know him better. It was important that a parishioner be
able to speak in comfort with her minister, but she was not sure if
Vicar Trent was approachable.

Perhaps if he wasn’t so handsome she would
feel differently. She had even been distracted by his eyes during
the sermon today. When his voice boomed to make a point clear his
blue darkened and when he sang, they became lighter. If she watched
his eyes she would always be able to tell his mood. This revelation
had been disconcerting since they always darkened when he spent any
amount of time in her presence. Since she was happiest when she
sang she assumed Vicar Trent was the same and since his eyes
darkened only during the more forceful portions of the sermon.
Grace came to the conclusion that his eyes darkened around her
because he did not like to be in her presence.

There wasn’t much to be done about it. He had
judged her. She had left poor first impressions and those could not
be taken back. Perhaps in time he would come to view her
differently. She would just need to learn to be less disruptive to
his life and maybe they would become friends one day.

Her stomach plummeted when she reached the
crest of the hill and looked toward her house. There was no
mistaking the carriage in the drive. Uncle Henry, Baron Stillwaite,
had come to call. Grace raced toward the house, afraid for her
father and wondering how long her uncle had been here. It could not
have been all that long for surely Vicar Trent would have mentioned
it to her, wouldn’t he? She didn’t fear Uncle Henry would hurt her
father, not in the physical sense, but he had threatened several
times to see him committed if his condition did not improve,
without ever once visiting to see if he had. If only Draker,
Richards and Thorn hadn’t written, then her uncle probably wouldn’t
have given her and father another thought.

She flew into the house and came to an abrupt
stop when her uncle turned toward her. His face red with rage. “You
lied to me,” he yelled.

Grace refused to back down. “I did no such
thing.”“You said my brother had improved.” He gestured to her
father who sat in a comfortable chair by the fire. “He has
not.”

Grace walked over and stood beside her
father, placing a comforting hand on his shoulder. “When you last
saw Father, he could not leave the bed. His condition improves
daily.”

“Ha.” The man walked over and helped himself
to her father’s brandy. “He can’t even speak. What makes you think
he comprehends?”

“Because I know he does.” She raised her chin
in defiance.

Uncle Henry drained the liquid in his glass
and poured another. “I should have known better than to leave his
care to you. My brother does not need to be in a house coddled by
women. He needs a hospital where he can be properly taken care
of.”

Grace clutched her father’s shoulder. “You
mean an asylum.” It was her biggest fear. She knew no judge would
stand for her against her uncle as she was simply a female of
twenty years. Her father’s left hand came up and patted the one on
his shoulder.

“I prefer the word hospital, but it would
serve the same purpose.”

She moved to stand in front of her father, as
if by sheer will she could protect him. “I won’t let you take
him.”

“You won’t have much of a choice.”

Panic seized her heart and her breaths came
in shallow puffs. “I will fight you with everything I have.”

The man laughed and emptied his glass again.
“Fight, but in the end I will win. Enjoy your time with your father
for I am off to see the magistrate.”

Tears stung her eyes and she clutched her
skirts. She could not let him get away with this. She had to find a
way to stop him somehow. If only Lord Crews were the magistrate,
but he was not. Lord Brachton, the absent marquess was. She could
only hope he was not at home. Since he had inherited Brachton he
had only been to his estate three times that she knew of, and she
had yet to meet the man. What would he think of her father and this
situation? Was he of a mind as her uncle?

Grace blinked back her few tears and decided
not to worry about that Brachton would or would not do because she
had no control over his decision at the moment and would simply
need to wait. In the meantime, she needed to gather whatever help
she could.
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“So this is how the perfect vicar lives.”

Matthew glanced up to find his brother,
Jordan, leaning against the doorjamb. Of all his brothers, Jordan
was the last person he expected to see in his home.

Jordan pulled away and walked into the room.
“It is rather humble, don’t you think.” He settled into a settee.
“What would Father think? I had to let myself in because no servant
answered the door.”

“Due to my profession I live modestly.”
Matthew tried to quell the irritation at his brother’s intrusion
and insults.

“But we both know you can afford to live a
bit immodest. Surely a maid or footman wouldn’t be
overindulgence.”

“A young woman comes in the morning to cook
breakfast, the midday meal, clean and do laundry. She leaves early
on Sunday.”

“Is she pretty?” His brother grinned.

Matthew put down his quill and stood. “Why
are you here, Jordan?”

He studied his manicure. “I was bored in
London.”

“I forgot you have no responsibilities, in
London or anywhere else?” He anchored his fisted on his hips.

Jordan stiffened. “Not by choice.”

“Father is dead. You can do what you want
now.”

“As can you,” Jordan retorted. Did his
brother guess that Matthew never felt the calling to be a vicar,
only that it was expected of him? He had studied, learned
everything he could, knowing this was his lot in life, and prayed.
But, he was never perfect enough and there was little choice for
him now. He didn’t know how to be anything else, whereas his
brother didn’t need to be anything at all, being left a good
portion of father’s fortune so he never had to worry about a thing
for the rest of his life.

“Actually, I am here on business as well as
to visit my younger, but much wiser brother.”

“What kind of business could you have in
Yorkshire?”

Jordan rose from his seat and roamed the
room. “No brandy?” He turned to look at his brother.

Matthew lifted an eyebrow in censure. He did
enjoy a good brandy in the evening but the one thing he hadn’t
stocked was any liquor. He had planned on sending a letter off to
his favorite vintner in London but had not gotten the opportunity.
He had only been here little over a week and it was taking him
longer to get settled in than he anticipated.

“Not even wine at dinner?”

“On occasion, though I rarely eat dinner
here.”

His brother walked over and stood to look out
the window. “Where do you eat?”

“I have invitations to dinner for the next
two months from different families in the community.”

Jordan turned to him and smiled. “And how
many have eligible daughters?”

“Too many.” Matthew groaned.

Jordan barked out laughter. “Well, at least
you are allowed a respectable marriage with a respectable girl.
Father would probably rise from the grave, objecting loudly the
moment the banns were cried for me.”

“Are you sure a respectable girl would have
you?” Matthew chuckled.

“Haven’t you heard, reformed rakes do make
the best husbands?”

“But, are you ready to reform?”

The smile fell from Jordan’s face. Something
bothered his brother, but Matthew hadn’t noticed it until now.
Jordan was his normal, cheerful sarcastic self, but the smile was
forced and eyes more strained.

His brother gave a quick shake of his head as
if to dismiss what was on his mind and focused on Matt. “I just
learned something about Adele and Julia. John told me after Clay
and Eleanor left for their wedding trip.”

“What kind of news could there be? They have
been dead twenty-three years.”

Jordan leveled his eyes on Matthew. “That is
just it. They didn’t die. Father lied to us.”

Adele and Julia were killed when he was
seven. Their carriage rolled off a bridge during a storm. Their
bodies had not been recovered, but there was little likelihood they
survived. Why would their father lie about such a thing? Besides,
Father had married a year later. He wouldn’t have done so if his
wife was still alive?

Or would he?

Matthew shook the thought from his head. It
wasn’t possible. The ramifications of such a union were far too
large to consider since it meant his father’s marriage to his third
wife, Rose, was not valid, leaving their baby sister, Madeline, a
bastard. No, he couldn’t think about that now. This would destroy
Rose and completely ruin any chances Madeline had at a proper
marriage. Jordan and John were wrong. They had to be.

Pounding on the front door interrupted his
thoughts and he pinched the bridge of his nose. This was poor
timing indeed and he couldn’t imagine who would come to call. At
the moment his concerns lay with his brother because something was
bothering him, more than the sudden news of Adele and Julia.

“I’ll see who is paying a call.” Jordan
strode from the room as if he couldn’t wait to get out of there.
Yes, something was on his brother’s mind and Matthew would find out
what it was as soon as they were alone.

Miss Cooper’s voice intruded on his
thoughts.

“I need your help. Wait, you are not Vicar
Trent. I need to see him.”

“No, I am his brother. May I be of
assistance?”

Matthew recognized the seductive tone in
Jordan’s voice. He hurried to the foyer before his brother
successfully seduced the innocent young woman.

Miss Cooper stood just inside the door, her
hat askew and dark ringlets tumbled to her shoulders. Her face was
flushed and she was a bit out of breath. “Is something wrong, Miss
Cooper? Has something happened to your father?”

Her turbulent green eyes focused on him. “Not
yet, but if I don’t find help somewhere, they are going to take him
away.”

Matthew reached for her elbow and escorted
her into the parlor where she could sit. “Tell me what has
happened.”

“My uncle Henry came to visit. He does not
believe papa can understand anything.”

Jordan stiffened at his side and looked from
Miss Cooper to Matthew and back to Miss Cooper. He muttered under
his breath and walked away, shaking his head.

Matthew wanted to ask Jordan why he was so
agitated since he didn’t even know Mr. Cooper or his daughter, but
he needed to focus on Miss Cooper first. Jordan probably didn’t
appreciate the interruption. But, his brother would have to wait.
Matthew was here to serve his congregation and then he and Jordan
would talk.

He turned back to Miss Cooper. “How could he
draw such a conclusion?” Though in truth, most of the parish
believed the same. “Did your uncle speak with your father?”

“I imagine he tried but when Papa could not
answer back in the way he expected he determined he needed to be
institutionalized.” Tears swam in her eyes. “I don’t know what to
do. He has gone for the magistrate.”

“Who is the magistrate?” Jordan asked.

Miss Cooper looked over at him. “Lord
Brachton. I don’t know him, as he recently came to title when the
former Lord Brachton passed. I believe he was a great-nephew.”

Jordan brightened. “Then I don’t see it as a
problem, for the moment.”

“You don’t?” Miss Cooper and Matthew asked in
unison.

“I left Brachton in London a few days ago. He
does not plan to return to his estate until the end of the
week.”

“You know Lord Brachton?” Miss Cooper
sniffed. Matthew found a handkerchief and placed it in her
hand.

“We are friends, yes.”

Matthew narrowed his eyes in suspicion. Most
of Jordan’s friends were not what one would be called upstanding
with the only respectable thing they could attach to themselves was
a title, or titled relative. However, what argument could be made
against a marquess? As he was the highest ranking member of society
in the area, he was the magistrate. Yet, he remembered Brachton
from his earlier days. Brachton and his brother were rarely
separated, unless it was to take whores into different rooms.

Matthew banished the thought from his mind.
That was several years ago, when Brachton, though he was Lachlan
Campbell at the time, was sent from the Highlands to get an English
education because he would inherit one day. Matthew really had no
cause to judge a now titled gentleman based on his conduct of
youth. Besides, Brachton had spent as much time in Scotland as he
did England, preferring to be north. He must hate it now that he is
an English Lord.

Miss Cooper stood and smoothed her skirts.
“At least that gives me time. I need to be ready for when Uncle
Henry pleads his case.”

Matthew gently grasped her hand to offer
comfort. “I will give testimony, if necessary, Miss Cooper, that
your father has full capacity of his faculties.”

She turned a grateful smile on him and his
heart hitched. He needed to stop letting her affect him.

“You have no idea how much I appreciate your
assistance.” She pulled her hand away and Matthew immediately felt
the loss of warm. “I must return home. By now, uncle knows Lord
Brachton is not in residence. He will not be happy. I don’t dare
leave him alone with Papa.”

Her statement alarmed Matthew. “Would he hurt
either of you?”

“No, but he yells so much and is angry most
of the time. I can’t bear to be around him, but I know it is harder
on my father.”

“Let me escort you home,” Jordan stepped
forward.

“That is very kind of you, but you don’t know
my father and we haven’t been properly introduced.”

Jordan looked expectantly to Matthew. This
was one introduction he did not wish to make. “Miss Cooper, I would
like to present my brother, Jordan Trent.”

She dipped a quick curtsey. “It is a pleasure
to meet you, and I thank you for the offer, but I can see myself
home.”

“I will escort you home, Miss Cooper,”
Matthew announced. She should not be walking alone and it would be
dark soon. And, he would be damned if he allowed Jordan to be alone
with her. Only Jordan made him curse. At least the words hadn’t
been uttered out loud, scandalizing Miss Cooper.

It was even odd for Jordan to show an
interest. Innocent young misses were not usually his brother’s
choice of female companionship, but regardless, from ballrooms to
bordellos, women fell in love with him. Matt’s stomach clenched.
Miss Cooper would not be falling in love with Jordan if he could
help it.

“It really isn’t necessary.” She didn’t meet
his eyes, yet she had with Jordan.

When did she become shy around him? Unless
she preferred Jordan over him, not that Matthew could blame her,
but he wasn’t giving her over to a wolf. “I insist. Let me bring
the carriage around.”

“That isn’t necessary.” Jordan stepped
forward. “Mine is out front. We can both escort Miss Cooper to her
residence.”

A blush formed on her cheeks and it irritated
Matthew to no end that his brother managed to cause this reaction
in her. Matthew used to think the reaction from women was because
of his brother’s reputation, but Miss Grace knew nothing about
Jordan. Once she learned the truth, she would be blushing from the
embarrassing knowledge and not flattery.
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Grace settled into the plush seat on the
carriage. She had never ridden in anything so fine. The brothers
sat across from her. She looked between them. They were very much
alike. However, Mr. Trent had a bump on his nose, as if it had been
broken and a small scar on his chin. He also had deeper lines at
the corners of his mouth, as if he laughed often, and his eyes were
a darker blue. Vicar Trent did not possess such lines as he was
serious most of the time.

“It is kind of you, both of you, to escort me
home.” She grew uncomfortable under the warmth of his gaze. Not Mr.
Trent’s but Vicar Trent. Though the man had not been exactly
solicitous toward her in the past, he had been kind when she
arrived on his doorstep uninvited. But what was she to do? Lord
Crew was away for at least a week and she knew of no one else who
could testify to her father’s intelligence.

“It is no problem.” Vicar Trent offered an
encouraging smile.

“My pleasure.” Mr. Trent grinned.

She had never met anyone like Mr. Trent
before. He practically oozed seduction. At least that is what she
thought it was for he made her very uncomfortable. Yet, there was
no attraction and she wondered if something was wrong with her. The
man was loaded with charm and he must send any number of women
swooning each day. She much preferred a gentleman like Vicar Trent,
who was intelligent, focused and took time to know people, such as
her father. And even though the brothers looked very much alike,
Vicar Trent was by far the most handsome. His blue eyes were warmer
whereas Mr. Trent’s were a bit sad. He may grin often, but the
emotion was not in his eyes.

Why was she having these thoughts? She never
considered any gentleman in the manner she was thinking of these
two. The heat returned to her face and she turned her head to look
out the window and prayed they didn’t notice. The sun would set
soon and she would need to put dinner out. Mrs. Thomas had fixed a
grand meal today.

Her stomach rumbled at the thought of the
venison waiting. “As you have offered me this escort, I insist you
stay for dinner.”

“No, I couldn’t intrude,” Vicar Trent
insisted.

“We would love to,” Mr. Trent countered.

Vicar Trent shot his brother an irritated
look. Perhaps Vicar Trent did not wish to dine with her. She should
not be surprised. The man barely tolerated her. She quashed the
uncharitable thought. He may not think much of her, but he did like
her father, and he pulled himself away from his visit to help her.
She would see that he received a good meal for his efforts.

The silence in the carriage was overpowering
and she needed to speak or she would go back to worrying about her
father and uncle.

“Are you the only siblings or are there
others?”

“We have an older brother and a younger
brother,” Vicar Trent answered.

“I am the second born. The spare.” Mr. Trent
laughed.

Vicar Trent rolled his eyes. “We also have a
younger sister.”

“All fulfilling the role father required.”
The bitterness in Mr. Trent’s tone set her back. “Though our
younger brother seemed to have escaped his duties.”

“I don’t understand.”

Vicar Trent shot a warning glance at his
brother.

“Our father determined exactly what we would
be when we became adults and there was no choice for any of us.”
Apparently Mr. Trent was going to go against his brother’s wishes
and share what may be family information best not discussed.

“Miss Cooper does not need to know our family
history. I am sure it will bore her to tears,” Vicar Trent
warned.

“Nonsense,” Mr. Trent dismissed him.

“Our elder brother, Clayton, is the new Earl
Bentley, recently wed. And, our younger brother, John, avoided
buying a commission and traveled the world, recently returning with
his new bride.”

“He is the only one who didn’t do as told?”
Grace was having a difficult time understanding what the two had
done wrong.

“Yes, the bravest of us all.”

“And, what did your father require of you,
Mr. Trent?”

His smile was wide, but it never reached his
eyes. “Nothing. Nothing at all.”

“Pardon?” Surely as a second son he had to
find a way to support himself, even if his father was a lord. Her
own father was the second son of a poor baron, yet he became a
solicitor, settled his own land, farmed and raised chickens and
cows. They had been prosperous until her father’s accident. Since,
all but the valet had to be let go. The man only stayed on because
he was loyal to Papa and didn’t wish to find other employment.
Perkins was perfectly content to stay on helping father with his
payment being his simple room and meals. Grace didn’t know what she
would have done had Perkins left as her father couldn’t dress
himself and in that first year, needed help that a daughter
couldn’t offer.

“I am to simply enjoy life without a care in
the world.”

Yet, it was clear he wasn’t enjoying himself
now.

Instead of questioning Mr. Trent further,
Grace focused on Vicar Trent. “Am I to understand your father
decided on your profession and it wasn’t something you were called
to do?” She thought all ministers were called by God to fill this
role.

His eyes met hers across the carriage. There
was no humor in them and she was sorry she asked the question.
Clearly, she treaded where she ought not.

“I’ve known before I was out of short pants
that I would be a vicar. It was never open for discussion.”

Perhaps he did not wish to be a vicar at all.
How very disturbing. Shouldn’t a man whose job it was to lead
people to God have a fierce desire to do so? Her mind could not
comprehend the possibility. Neither brother fulfilled their own
desires, but those of the father. He must have been a very
formidable man to have such control over these two grown men.

The carriage stopped at her front door. Vicar
Trent jumped out and assisted her to the ground. His brother
followed. Grace let herself in the house and the brothers followed
her into the parlor where her father still sat before the fire. Mr.
Trent stopped in the doorway, muttered a low curse and retreated
into the foyer. She didn’t really care being much more concerned
with her father at the moment.

Uncle Henry paced and drank more of her
father’s brandy. She supposed someone should. Her father hadn’t had
a drink since the night before his injury. Her uncle glanced up
when she entered the room.

“It is about time you returned, young lady.
Don’t you know your father should never be left alone?”

Grace heaved a sigh and removed her hat.
“Father is perfectly capable of taking care of himself and being
left alone for a short time. Besides, Perkins, his valet is
here.”

“And, you come back with a gentleman I see.
This is further proof you need a guardian. Somebody needs to take
you in hand before your reputation is in shreds.”

“I beg your pardon.” Vicar Trent stepped
forward. “There is no cause to insult Miss Cooper.” He offered his
hand. “I am Vicar Trent.”

“This is my uncle, Baron Stillwaite,” Grace
hastened to make the introduction since her uncle apparently
insisted on being rude.

Her uncle scowled at the vicar and did not
offer to shake his hand. Instead, his eyes focused behind them.
“You have arrived sooner than I anticipated, Mr. Trent.
Unfortunately, there are more issues than I anticipated and we will
have to wait. It seems the magistrate will not be back for a few
days.”

Grace knew her jaw dropped and she turned to
look at the vicar’s brother.

“What is going on?” Vicar Trent demanded.

“I work for and am in the area at the request
of Lord Stillwaite,” Mr. Trent announced.
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Matthew looked from his brother to Miss
Cooper’s uncle and back again. Since when did Jordan work for
anyone and how could he be of assistance to this man?

“I am glad you arrived early. Let’s go into
the library to discuss the situation. I never anticipated when I
brought you here that I would need your help getting my brother
committed and taking over guardianship of my wayward niece,” Lord
Stillwaite insisted.

Miss Cooper’s lips drew into a fine line,
color rose in her cheeks and Matthew suspected it was more from
anger than anything else. She turned on her uncle. “You are no
longer welcome in this house, Uncle Henry.”

The man looked down at her with narrowed
eyes. “It is not your place to tell me to leave. This is my
brother’s home.”

Miss Cooper drew herself up. “It is my home
as well and I want you to get out.” She jerked her arm up and
pointed to the door. Matthew never dreamed she could become so
angry as to order someone from her home. However, he did not know
her all that well.

Jordan stepped forward. “Lord Stillwaite, you
do not yet have control over your brother, the property or your
niece. It would be best if we took our leave.”

Stillwaite huffed and shook his finger at
Miss Cooper. “You just wait. Once the magistrate hears my case you
won’t be so quick to go against me.” He stormed past them and out
the door. Jordan followed on his heels. Matthew stepped forward. He
wished he knew of some way to comfort her. Did she see him as a
betrayer as much as his brother?

“Are you going to be all right?”

She looked up at him and swallowed. Her once
vibrant green eyes were now dull with worry.

“I have no idea what my brother is up to. He
has never worked for anyone and I can’t imagine how he could be of
assistance in this matter.” Matthew pinched the bridge of his nose
and took a deep breath. “Despite my brother’s poor judgment, I will
be there to speak on your father’s behalf.”

The tension in her face softened. “Thank you.
I no longer know what to do. Uncle Henry cannot get control. I
don’t care about me, but I can’t allow him to have my father
committed.”

She walked to her father and knelt in front
of him. “Papa, I will fight him with everything I have. I
promise.”

Mr. Cooper offered a small smile, reached
over and squeezed her hand. His eyes met Matthew’s over her head.
They were pained and he glanced down at his daughter then quickly
back to Matthew. The message was clear, at least he thought so. Mr.
Cooper was more concerned with how his daughter would fare from
this more than himself. He gave a quick nod so Mr. Cooper
understood. He would protect the young woman the best he knew
how.

Miss Cooper swiped her cheek with the back of
her hand and stood. “I shall see about supper.”

Matthew bowed. “I shall take my leave of you
then.”

She paused in the door. “You are still
welcome to stay.”

He would like nothing more than to join this
family for the evening meal, but he had more urgent matters at the
moment. “Thank you, but I think I need to talk some sense into my
brother.”

A small smile pulled at her lips and he
wished he could do or say something to bring about the joyful smile
he witnessed on Sunday mornings in church and when she was with the
children teaching.

Jordan waited for him in the carriage. Miss
Cooper’s uncle had already left. Without a word, Matthew entered
the conveyance and sat down. There were several times over the
years he had been angry with one of his brothers but he could not
recall being this livid in his life. “What are you
thinking?” he demanded once the carriage reached the road.

Jordan slouched back against the squabs.
“What do you mean? Stillwaite is my client. I told you one of the
reasons I came here was because of business.”

“You should have said something earlier, when
Miss Cooper first mentioned the trouble with her uncle.”

“How was I to know she was speaking of
Stillwaite?”

“How could you not?” Matthew yelled.

“Easy.” Jordan threw out his hands in
defense. “I was introduced to a Miss Cooper. She only mentioned an
Uncle Henry.”

“Exactly!” Matthew pointed his index finger
at Jordan to emphasize his point.

Jordan shook his head. “So I am to be a mind
reader now. How many men do we know that go by the name of Henry
that are also uncles? Several,” he answered before Matthew could.
“I did not know Stillwaite had a niece, and the last name is not
exactly uncommon. I did not know he believed his brother to be
incapacitated. I only came here to discuss a business opportunity.”
Jordan was yelling and punctuating each sentence the more he
spoke.

Matthew took a deep breath and looked out the
window. Perhaps his brother was correct, but that didn’t help where
matters now stood. “Since when did you work for anyone?”

Jordan sat in the shadows and all Matthew
could see was the shrug of his shoulders.

“Do you have a profession the rest of us are
unaware of?”

A deep sigh came from the corner where Jordan
sat.

“Dammit, answer me.”

“Tsk, tsk, Matt. You are a vicar. Father’s
perfect son. The perfect gentleman. You shouldn’t swear.”

He shouldn’t hit anyone either, but Jordan
was testing every inch of his patience. “Tell me what you are
about?” Matthew asked in a calmer tone.

Jordan sighed again and shifted into the
light. “I secretly received an education father never learned
of.”

“How did you manage that?”

“I am bloody rich, remember.”

Father may have insisted Matthew be the
perfect vicar and son, but Jordan was his favorite, next to
Clayton. Sometimes it was hard to tell who father favored more. But
regardless, Father never wanted Jordan to want for anything in his
life and gave him an allowance more than the other three brothers
combined and then some. Jordan never had to work a day in his life
if he didn’t wish to. “So, you paid for an education, lining the
pockets of your instructors, so father never learned.”

Jordan grinned.

Admiration replaced some of Matthew’s anger.
If only he would have secretly gone against his father. But, what
else would he have done? He never even allowed himself to dream of
other possibilities, knowing they would be impossible, yet two of
his brothers had found a way to do something they wanted, despite
their father’s plans. “What is your profession? I am assuming you
have one.”

“I am a lawyer.”

“How did you ever manage to keep that from
father?”

Jordan chuckled. “I only worked for gentlemen
who did not know father or run in his circles. I am a silent
partner in a small firm. The clients are questioned before I meet
them. If they knew anything about my family, I did not assist.”

“And this is what you want to do?” Matthew
couldn’t imagine Jordan sitting in a stuffy room all day reviewing
documents. He was a man of action.

“No. I wanted to be a barrister.”

Matthew found himself grinning. Jordan would
make an excellent barrister. He could convince anyone of almost
anything, which was why the ladies loved him so.

“Why did Stillwaite hire you?”

Jordan stiffened. “I cannot discuss the
business of my clients.”

Matthew knew this, just as he could never
breathe a word of the confessions he heard from his parishioners.
Yet, he cared for Miss Cooper and her father and he would stop his
brother before any further damage could be done, if it were
possible.

“What are you going to do?” he asked without
taking his eyes from the scenery.

“What would you have me do, Matt?” Jordan’s
voice was quiet.

Matthew turned to look at him. “End your
association with Stillwaite and help Miss Cooper.”

“As much as I would like to do that, it is
impossible, as well as unethical.”

“Then at least leave the uncle’s employ.”

Jordan shook his head. “I cannot.”

Matthew stared hard at his brother. “Then I
suppose we have nothing further to discuss.”

The carriage arrived in front of the vicarage
and Matthew exited. His brother did not follow. “Aren’t you coming
in?”

“I thought it best to take rooms at an
inn.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You are my brother, and
despite our disagreement, you are welcome in my home.”

His brother’s troubled eyes looked back at
him, and Matthew was reminded he was going to speak with Jordan
prior to Miss Cooper’s arrival on his doorstep. There was more
going on with Jordan than met the eye, besides the news that Adele
and Julia were not dead. Matthew still couldn’t comprehend how that
could be a possibility.

“I think it is best if I go into town.”

Matthew kept his hand on the door when Jordan
reached over and tried to close it. “Stay here.” He didn’t ask, but
insisted in a quiet voice.

Jordan clenched his jaw and his eyes narrowed
for a fraction of a second, as if in pain. “No.” He pulled the door
out of Matthew’s grasp, slammed it shut and knocked on the ceiling
of the carriage to let the driver know he was ready to leave.
Matthew watched it pull onto the road.
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Grace pushed the food around on her plate.
Her appetite left when she returned home to find her uncle a second
time. What if he succeeded? What if Uncle Henry became her
guardian? Would he marry her off to his choice? She would marry
anyone and endure any kind of humiliation that went with marriage
if her father was able to remain in his home.

Father reached over, grabbed her hand and
squeezed. She looked at him. He offered an encouraging smile.

Grace wished she had an ounce of his
optimism. “We will win, Father. I promise.”

He mouthed the word I know. It was the
closest he had come to speaking to her verbally since the accident.
She blinked and looked away. She refused to allow her father to see
her in this state, worried, scared and an emotional mess. He had
enough to concern himself without worrying about her.

She could only pray that Vicar Trent’s
testimony carried some weight. She also had only a few days to ask
others for help. But who? Lord Crew was out of town. She had been
hopeful when Mr. Trent claimed to be a friend of the magistrate,
but now that he was firmly in the enemy camp her concern
mounted.

After dinner was complete, she stacked the
dishes in the kitchen. Her father met her at the bottom of the
stairs, kissed her forehead and shuffled down the hall to his room.
The back parlor had been converted into his bedchamber following
the accident. Grace mounted the stairs and once alone in her room,
sank to her knees and begged God to deliver them from her uncle and
give her the answers, or guidance, she needed to keep her father at
home. She fell asleep, her pillow soaked with her tears.

Even though she tossed and turned all night,
unable to stay asleep for long periods of time, Grace rose with the
sun, put on a wool dress and made her way to the dairy. The warmth
and smell of hay engulfed her when she entered the stable, offering
comfort from the familiar surroundings. She lifted her hand to pet
the nose of one of the cows when she walked by to retrieve the milk
pail. She positioned the stool, sat and reached for the udders.
Exhausted she laid her head against the side of the cow. What am
I going to do?

Methodically she went from one cow to the
other, filling pails and leaving them by the entrance for delivery
later this morning.

“I knew you would probably be up and about
already.”

Grace straightened and looked toward the
door. Audrey Montgomery stood at the entrance; the morning sun
glimmered off of her golden hair. A smile pulled at Grace’s lips to
see her friend. “Does your mother know you are here?”

“Heavens, no.” Audrey dismissed with a wave
of her hand. “I doubt mother is even awake yet.” She walked toward
the stall and hopped up on a table not far from Grace.

Grace admired her dark blue riding habit with
the perky, matching velvet hat. Not even a hair was out of place
and Grace knew her friend had ridden from the other side of the
village. Chances were she was unescorted as well, which meant the
visit would be a short one. Mrs. Montgomery insisted her daughter
behave the lady at all times, which meant Audrey should remain abed
until at least eleven and when she did take her chestnut out, a
groom should accompany her. “How was London?”

Audrey shrugged. “Not as I had hoped.”

“Well, the little Season was almost over
before you arrived.” Grace reminded her.

“There were still a number of people there.”
She sighed and toyed with the rope beside her. “I had a chance to
go to balls, soirees, and picnics.”

“It sounds wonderful. What was a
disappointment?” Grace glanced down at the full pail of milk. She
patted the cow on the side, grabbed another bucket and moved to
another cow.

“I much prefer the people here than those in
London.”

Grace lifted her eyebrows. “Don’t let your
mother hear you say that. She has high hopes on you marrying a lord
of some kind.”

“I know.” Audrey groaned. “My aunt introduced
me to several bachelors but I cannot imagine falling in love with
any of them.”

“What did your mother say?” Grace was almost
afraid of what the response would be and suspected she already
knew.

Audrey pursed her mouth, her mother’s usual
expression and started wagging her finger at Audrey. “Love has
nothing to do with marriage. Once you get that silly notion out of
your head you will be able to find the perfect earl, marquess or
duke.”

Grace laughed. “I am so sorry. At least you
don’t have to return until March.”

“Even that will be too soon.” Audrey
grumbled.

“Well, your mother expects you to marry
within the year. It is her plan after all.”

“And there are few choices around here.”
Audrey sighed but perked up a moment later. “What of the new
vicar?”

Grace’s throat tightened. Why should she care
if Audrey was interested in Vicar Trent? She wouldn’t be surprised
if he became smitten the moment the two met and it did not set well
with her. Since they were fourteen, boys, and then men when they
grew older, had been attracted to Audrey with her golden curls,
creamy complexion and soft brown eyes. Why should Vicar Trent be
any different?

Grace must have pulled too hard for the cow
lowed an objection and stepped to the side. Grace patted its back
and apologized before she went back to milking with a more gentle
touch. “You saw him on Sunday, didn’t you? What did you think?”

A blush stained Audrey’s cheeks. “I didn’t go
to church. For two days mama went on and on about how I must
impress the man and by the time Sunday arrived, my head pounded
from the pressure. I stayed in bed all day.”

Grace chuckled. “He is a nice man, though I
am sure his opinion of me is not the highest.”

Audrey leaned forward, her eyes bright with
excitement. “Tell me. What did you do?”

“It is really not all that much, just poor
first impressions,” she answered before telling her about the
instances when she had encountered Vicar Trent. “But, he is patient
with Papa and is going to help him when we go before the
magistrate.”

“Magistrate?” Audrey jumped down and walked
over to where Grace sat upon the stool.

Since her uncle had only arrived yesterday it
wasn’t a surprise Audrey did not know what was happening and Grace
brought her up to date on the letters that had been sent and her
uncle’s arrival and plans.

“Oh, dear. When does Lord Crew plan to
return?” Audrey sank into the hay without a care for her lovely
habit.

“It is only supposed to be a few weeks, but I
hope it is sooner. Otherwise I have only Vicar Trent to count
on.”

Audrey reached over and placed a comforting
hand on Grace’s arm. “If I could, and if anyone would listen to me,
I would give testimony.”

Grace was touched by her friends concern, but
knew it was impossible. Audrey would be dismissed in the same
manner as Grace given they were females and young in the eyes of
the adults around them. Besides, Mrs. Montgomery would have an
apoplexy if her daughter came to the defense of Grace’s father.

“I know you would, and let’s not talk about
that now.” She stood and placed the pail next to the others and
readied herself to milk another cow. “There had to have been at
least one gentleman in London who caught your eye.”

Audrey placed her chin in her hand. “No, none
that I can think of. Though, there were plenty of arrogant…”
Her eyes popped wide and she looked at Grace. “Does Vicar Trent
have family in London? Do you know if he has any brothers?”

Grace hadn’t mentioned Mr. Trent when
bringing Audrey current on the events in her household and was not
certain she should mention the name now, not by the angry gleam in
her friend’s eyes. “Why do you ask?”

Her friend popped up from her place on the
ground and began to pace. “The eldest wasn’t so bad. Lord Clayton
Trent, the new Earl Bentley, it was his younger brother I could do
without ever seeing again.”

Grace chuckled and watched her friend stomp
back and forth.

“Arrogant, reprobate, and all around
scoundrel.” Color high in her cheeks, Audrey turned and pointed at
Grace to emphasize her point. “If I never meet Mr. Jordan Trent
again it will be too soon.”

Oh dear, this was not good. Not good at all.
“I see.” She was not about to inform Audrey that her nemesis had
come to town.
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At a loss with what to do with himself,
Matthew took his mare out for a morning ride. He hoped it would
help clear his mind and turned the horse into the woods. If he took
the road, he might be stopped and required to speak with one of his
parishioners. It was his duty to see to their spiritual needs, but
today he could not. Did that make him a bad vicar? It most
assuredly did, but Matthew could not find it in him to care or to
rise above his concerns at the moment and be selfless and
perfect.

He turned his horse toward the town. He hated
that he and Jordan parted with anger between them last evening.
Worse, something bothered his brother, which was more important
than the anger. But, would Jordan confide in him? He never had
before, but Matthew needed to try anyway.

Matthew pulled the horse to a halt. Perhaps
now was not the time given the circumstances? Until the hearing was
complete, he and Jordan were on opposite sides of the issues. Maybe
when this was behind them, he could find out what brought Jordan
here, besides the business proposition.

Matthew turned the horse and headed toward
the Cooper Estate. If anyone needed support and encouragement at
the moment it was Miss Cooper and her father. They had nobody. But,
would she welcome his assistance? Matthew shook his head. The
father might, but Miss Cooper did not seem to care for his presence
all that much.

Well, maybe that wasn’t correct, she did
offer dinner last evening. And, she did seem grateful for his
support with regard to her father, and she had come to him when her
uncle arrived. Yet, she didn’t really seem to care for him.

Matthew stopped the horse again. Why did it
matter whether she like him or not? He was her vicar, nothing more
and nothing less. He should just be happy she came to church and
listened to the sermon, and sang loudly. A smile pulled at his
lips. He could still hear her melodic voice clearly from yesterday.
She had the voice of an angel. A soprano who could make a man weep.
And the way her face lit with joy. It radiated from her entire
being. How could anyone not be affected by her inner beauty,
especially since she carried troubles with her daily? Miss Cooper
was a lovely young woman.

He should not be thinking of Miss
Cooper as lovely, or beautiful, or any way other than one of his
parishioners. No, he could not visit her now. He could not afford
to get too close to her or her father. What would people think? If
he spent too much time at their home those in town might begin to
wonder and the last thing he wanted were rumors started about him.
Or worse, speculation with regard to him and Miss Cooper.

It was better to visit his brother. Jordan
was a blood relative and mattered to him more than anyone at the
moment. It was important they mend their differences before the
hearing and certainly before Jordan returned to London. His brother
needed his help just as much as the Cooper family at the
moment.

Matthew rode the horse out of the wood to
meet the road and turned the mare toward town. He would not be
deterred, no matter how much he wanted to see Miss Cooper.
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Grace leaned back in the leather chair behind
her father’s large oak desk. She anchored her elbow onto the arm
and rested her head in her left hand. Though she had been frugal
since her father’s accident, the funds from the milk and eggs with
her earnings for Sunday school did not begin to replace her
father’s annual income as the local solicitor prior to his injury.
They were not desperate yet, but in another year or so she knew
they would need to let Mrs. Thomas go. But then where would they
be? The woman cooked for them and Grace could barely make tea. Her
father would starve.

She leaned forward and closed the ledger.
Staring at the columns was not going to increase their accounts.
Grace put the book in the top drawer and picked up the list she
began this morning. Three names were written, Mrs. Thomas, Perkins
and Vicar Trent. They were the only people who agreed to testify
that her father was of sound mind.

If only Lord Crew would return. She sent a
note to him earlier in the day, but knew it would not arrive in
time and even if it did, it was not possible for Lord Crew to
return to assist. She should not have bothered the man, but she was
compelled to do so nonetheless. Lord Crew was her father’s closest
friend and he would be more upset had he not been informed.

Grace stood and walked to the window to look
out of the rolling hills. There were few people she could call on.
She already asked the Otten’s, when she delivered milk this
morning. Though they wished they could help, Mr. Otten said he
wasn’t confident her father was in his right mind. The man hadn’t
once visited since the accident so how could he possibly know about
her father’s health. It would serve him right if the cows gave them
sour milk tomorrow.

She shook the uncharitable thought from her
mind. She was a better person than this. Still, the entire
situation made her angry. Ten families had been listed and this
morning she visited each, all to be turned away without an offer of
hope. What was she to do?

“Your father is taking his tea on the
terrace, Miss Cooper.”

Grace turned to Mrs. Thomas who stood in the
door. She had not realized it was so late. “I will be along
momentarily.”

Grace folded the list and put it in the
drawer. She would think more on this later, after her visit with
father.

It was another crisp fall day, her favorite
time of the year. Unfortunately it would turn cold soon and she
reminded herself to check the wood supply for the winter.

“Good afternoon, Father. Did you have a nice
rest?” She took the seat to his left. His only response was a
slight smile and short nod of his head.

Mrs. Thomas poured her a cup of tea and
excused herself to go back inside. Grace added a lump of sugar
before she sipped from her cup. If only Vicar Trent were here,
perhaps he would have a suggestion or two. No, that wasn’t
possible. He lived here barely two weeks and didn’t know the
residents nearly as well as she did. On the other hand, he was the
vicar and if he appealed to them for help they would have to agree,
wouldn’t they? The idea needed further consideration.

Grace sighed and sank back in her chair.
Never had she met such a serious man. Perhaps it was his vocation
that required him to be so. No, Vicar Merker laughed often. And
Vicar Trent’s brother was certainly not without humor or charm. But
Vicar Trent was the more compassionate of the two. The way his eyes
warmed when he assured her of his help. Just his quiet strength
gave her hope. He was also the more handsome of the two, without
question. They may look much alike, but Vicar Trent had much bluer
eyes, straighter nose, firmer cheek bones and very nice lips.

Grace jerked at the thought and spilled the
tea on her dress. Goodness, whatever possessed her to think of
Vicar Trent’s lips. He was her vicar! Oh dear, surely there was
something sacrilege about her thoughts.

She sighed and settled back, not bothering to
dab the dampness from her skirt. At the moment she didn’t care. It
wasn’t like anyone came to call and would notice and why change
into another dress?

Melancholy settled around her. If she did
marry, she would have a husband to protect her family. Grace turned
to her father. “Perhaps you are right. Maybe it would be best if I
married.”

He tilted his head and watched her intently,
giving no indication with either his eyes or a smile that he agreed
or disagreed.

“I am just not sure Misters Richards, Draker
or Thorn would be a good match.” Were there no other gentlemen to
consider in the parish? The more she thought about it the more she
realized those were the only possible candidates at the moment. The
rest were too old, too young or already married.

Grace leaned back, closed her eyes and tried
to imagine living in a house with any of the men. None of them
looked right sitting at the head of the table, as if they didn’t
fit. A vision of Vicar Trent sitting at the head of the table came
to her. He smiled and his eyes shone with warmth. Odd that she
would think of him as smiling for he rarely did. He had a lovely
smile and she needed to see to it that he smiled more.

A continual clank, clank, clank brought Grace
out of her train of thought and she looked at her father. His gaze
was fixed straight ahead, unblinking. His left hand stirred the
spoon in a now empty cup. She was on her feet in a moment and
pulled the table away from her father’s reach so he would not be
injured.

“Perkins,” she yelled at the top of her voice
and grabbed for the wooden spoon always kept in her pocket.

The tremors began as Perkins came to the
terrace and he helped Grace lay her father on the ground. She slid
the spoon between his teeth just before they clamped down and his
eyes rolled back in his head. They kept a firm hand on his shoulder
to keep him from flaying about until the fit passed. Grace breathed
a sigh of relief when his jaw went slack, and his eyes closed with
the end of the convulsions.

“Miss Cooper, may I be of assistance?”

Grace looked up to find Vicar Trent standing
in the doorway. He may have addressed her but his eyes were on her
father lying prone on the terrace. She hated for anyone to witness
her father’s episodes and nobody had since those first months. They
already thought him not to be of sound mind. What would they think
if they knew he still suffered from these attacks? What would Uncle
Henry do when he found out?

“No, everything is taken care of.”

Her father stirred and she glanced down at
him. Confusion marred his brow. Grace smoothed his worried
forehead. “You had a spell, Papa, but all is well now.”

He tried to sit and Perkins put his arm
beneath his employer’s shoulder and brought him to a sitting
position. This was always the most difficult part. Father could
barely walk on his own and sometimes getting him off the ground was
near impossible for her and the valet.

“Here, let me assist.” Vicar Trent was at her
side in a moment and she moved out of the way. Between the vicar
and the valet, they had her father on his feet and were assisting
him into a chair.

“Father should be taken to bed. He usually
sleeps for a full day following these incidents.”

Her father reached for his cane and attempted
to stand but his limbs were still weak. “I will be happy to help
get your father settled,” Vicar Trent insisted, and allowed the
valet to lead him as they escorted father from the terrace.

She busied herself putting the table back in
place and stacking the cups on the tray. What was the vicar
thinking now? He promised to help at the hearing but would he
change his mind after witnessing the episode. Her father hadn’t had
one in months and she just wished she knew what brought them
on.

Mrs. Thomas came out with a new tea service
and a plate of delicacies. “Is your father recovered, Miss
Cooper?”

“For the moment, I suppose.”

She set the tray on the table and leaned
forward. Her hand clasped Grace’s. “I’ve known you since you were a
child, a friend to your mother, and your father before the
accident. I will never breathe a word of this and you still have my
promise to help when the time comes.”

Grace had not asked for reassurance, but was
glad for it nonetheless. She just hoped the housekeeper’s testimony
pulled some weight with the magistrate. “Thank you, Mrs. Thomas. It
means more to me than you could know.”



The woman gave Grace’s hand one last squeeze
before she picked up the first tea service and disappeared into the
house.

“Has your father always had these episodes?”
Vicar Trent asked.

Grace looked up. She was not even aware he
had returned. “No. Only since the accident.” She was drained of
everything, exhausted.

“May I?” He indicated to the empty seat.

Goodness, where were her manners? “Yes…
please … I am sorry…”

His smile was kind. “Do not concern
yourself.”

She poured him a cup of tea before she
offered him the plate of cakes.

“Does he have spells often?”

Grace would love to pretend Vicar Trent did
not witness what he obviously did, and try to convince him it was
something different, safer, altogether, but knew it was impossible,
nor would she lie. “That is the first one he has had in three
months.”

“I am glad they are not more frequent, for
both you and your father.”

Vicar Trent had yet to take a drink from his
cup or bite into the cake he took earlier. The questions gnawed at
her and knew she needed to find out now before it drove her insane.
“Will you still support my father?” She blurted out.

Vicar Trent straightened and his eyebrows
rose as if stunned by the question. “Of course. Why would I
not?”

“Because others thought him afflicted in his
mind when the spells first occurred.”

“Right after the accident?” He picked up the
lemon cake and sampled it.

“Yes. When we still had visitors. After
neighbors and friends witnessed a spell, they did not come back.
That is when everyone decided my father no longer possessed all of
his faculties.”

Vicar Trent shook his head. “It pains me to
admit this, but sometimes people can be narrow-minded.”

Grace couldn’t agree more. The village where
she had grown up was no exception.

“I am relieved you will not abandon us at
this time. Thank you.”

A small smile pulled at his lips. “It is my
pleasure.”

As the tension from the incident with her
father and the unexpected arrival of Vicar Trent eased from her and
Grace began to relax. She poured herself a fresh cup of tea and
decided to try and enjoy what was left of the afternoon. Perkins
would sit with her father, but she knew he would sleep.

“I do have news.”

She perked up and looked to him.

“Brachton returned this afternoon.”

Grace thought her heart had stopped. She was
supposed to have more time than this.

“Your uncle has an appointment to meet with
him tomorrow, along with my brother.”
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Matthew wished he did not have to deliver
such news on the heels of her father’s episode or fit or whatever
he just suffered from.

“But, I am not ready. Father will not be
ready.” Tears sparkled in her eyes.

He reached over and squeezed her right hand
in an offer of comfort. The warmth spread up his arm and his
fingers tingled where they rested on her skin. What was he
thinking? He should not be touching her in such a familiar manner
and he drew back, trying not to jerk his hand away with too much
force, but a mere touch had never affected him so strongly. “I plan
on accompanying them.”

Her shoulders sagged with what he assumed was
relief.

“I will not let them make any decisions
without you and without a hearing. And, I certainly will not let
them push for an early hearing. I will try and convince them to put
it off for a day or two so your father will be recovered.’

“Thank you.” She looked up at him, eyes
grateful. “I don’t know what I would do without you, Vicar
Trent.”

Heat warmed his cheeks. “It is my
pleasure.”

Miss Cooper looked down, silent and sipped
from her cup. He wished he knew of some way to offer peace, but
suspected she would have none until the hearing was over.

“Why the sudden interest from your uncle? As
I understand it, your father’s accident was a few years ago?”

She startled and looked up at him, eyes wide
with surprise. He didn’t mean to blurt out the question in such a
rude manner, but it was something that weighed on his mind.

“I do not know. It isn’t as if he had
anything to gain from my father being committed. The house and land
is willed to me, as my dowry, for my husband to take over once I am
married.” Miss Cooper shrugged. “The letters from Draker, Thorn and
Richards must have been the encouragement for him to visit at this
time.”

“A guardian would have almost as much control
as a husband, if he could prove his actions were a benefit to the
estate as a whole,” Matthew prompted.

“I suppose.” Miss Cooper sighed. “Don’t you
think I am a bit old to have a guardian?”

“You are in a rather odd predicament.”
Matthew picked up his cup and sipped. He did not want Miss Cooper
to worry about the outcome of the hearing, but she also needed to
think about what would become of her if her father was committed.
“You get all of this,” he gestured to the house and land, “if your
father were to pass away.”

Miss Grace narrowed her eyes, suddenly
alert.

He was simply making an observation, not
thinking of adding his name to the list of becoming leg shackled to
her. “Which I hope does not happen for a long time,” Matthew was
quick to assure her. “Yet, if your uncle wins, this is not yours,
but goes to the guardian for your father and you.”

“Leaving me with nothing.” She sighed again.
“Not that we have much now. The dairy barely makes enough to put
food on the table.”

“It is still a working dairy?” Matthew
couldn’t recall any servants or workers.

“Yes,” she chuckled. “Though not much of
one.”

“Who does all the work?”

“I do.”

Surely she didn’t run the dairy and take care
of the house and her father. It was too much for a gently bred
woman such as Miss Cooper. She should have someone taking care of
her, easing her life.

“I milk the cows and gather the eggs in the
morning. Sometimes I hire a neighbor boy to make the deliveries,
and sometimes I do it myself.”

“You must rise with the sun.”

“Earlier, actually.” She chuckled. “We sold
half of the cows when I knew father wouldn’t recover and then
little by little we had to let our servants go until only Perkins,
father’s valet, remained.”

“I thought your father had been a solicitor,
not a farmer.”

“He was,” she answered. “The dairy farm
brought in extra income and he enjoyed being a gentleman farmer.” A
gentle smile formed on her lips. “But we had others who did the
work on the farm. I took over when we couldn’t afford to keep our
employees any longer. I had to keep it operating because it is now
the only income we have.”

Matthew remembered the first service she
attended, rushing into the door late and then Mrs. Montgomery
chastised her. He hadn’t understood then the importance of the cows
and why they had delayed her. Even if he had, it was no reason for
him to have been so rude to Miss Cooper. But one glimpse at her
face that first day stirred something foreign in him and he still
could not come to grips with what it was, other than he was drawn
to her like he had never been to anyone else.

Miss Grace pushed her cup away. “I should
have married.”

“That certainly would solve everything. In
the event your uncle wins, you would be taken care of.”

“Instead, he may be my guardian, despite my
age, and have control of me and what is mine.”

“I am afraid so.” Matthew sat back, crossed
his legs and folded his arms across his chest. He would guess Miss
Cooper to be around twenty, but did not want to be so rude as to
ask her directly. If she were older, she could make the argument
that she could take care of herself and her father, but he knew
that no magistrate in his right mind would leave Miss Cooper to
fend for herself, let alone be in charge of her father and the land
at such a young age even though she had been doing exactly that for
two years.

“Why haven’t you married?” It probably was
none of his business, but he could not imagine why some gentleman
didn’t make her his wife.

A small smile came to her lips. “Only three
have shown interest, though none of them actually bothered to
ask.”

“If they were to ask?” He held his breath and
waited for her answer. Why did it bother him to think of Miss
Cooper married to someone else?

“I foolishly wished to wait for love.”

He reached over and touched her hand again.
“There is nothing foolish in wanting that. If more people married
for those reasons society would be happier as a whole.”

“I couldn’t agree more. I can’t imagine what
it is like in society, where matches are made without thought to
emotion.”

Thank goodness he had been a third son and
the same pressure had not been put upon him to marry and beget an
heir. Of course, in time, had his father lived, no doubt the man
would have been suggesting the perfect wife for his perfect vicar.
He inwardly shuddered at the type of bride his father would have
insisted upon; some sour-faced chit, pious and more suited to be a
martyr than a loving wife. Clay was lucky to have remained a
bachelor until he inherited the title and ended up with the right
woman for him. Matthew knew in his gut, had his father still lived,
Eleanor would not have been acceptable. Would Clay have gone
against Father?

Matthew shook the thought from his mind. It
didn’t matter. Clay was now settled and happier than he had ever
been allowed to be while father still lived.

Miss Cooper stood and walked around the
table. “I suppose I should give more thought to the three men who
have asked and try and determine who would be best for my
situation.”

The thought of Mr. Draker, Richards or Thorn
being married to her did not sit well with him. As her husband, the
man would have the right to touch her, hold her, kiss her and be
allowed all the intimacies marriage afforded. His stomach tightened
at the thought. He didn’t want anyone else kissing Miss Cooper.

“I will be back in a moment. I need to check
on Father.”

Matthew nodded and watched her walk through
the doors and into the parlor, the gentle sway of her muslin gown
giving only a hint to the body it hid.

The vehemence of wanting her for himself
washed over Matt. He barely knew her, yet he wanted nobody else to
have her.

He stood quickly, his emotions unsettled at
this new revelation, and tried to concentrate on the issue at hand.
Matthew needed to think of what was best for Miss Cooper, not what
he longed for or what his body desired.

He pinched the bridge of his nose and
groaned. For years he had been able to ignore the natural urges of
his body, keeping desire in check, knowing he could not taste of
the fruit until he was wedded. It had been ten years since he had
been with a woman. It had been so easy to put aside teachings of
chastity, infidelity, and dangers of seduction when you are
eighteen and for two full years he studied during the day and
visited the stews of London at night. He and Jordan had a fine time
back then. Until his father learned.

Visiting whores was perfectly acceptable for
his older brother, but not for Matt. Not if he were to be a perfect
vicar. With the threat of his allowance being cut off, and the last
time his father had actually struck him, Matthew turned his focus
on the Bible once again and tried not to think of pleasures of the
flesh. It had been difficult at first, but easier over time. Yet,
Miss Cooper heated his blood like no woman before. If he married
her, he would no longer have to deny the one thing missing from his
life.

Yet, it wasn’t fair to offer for her simply
because he wished to bed her.

He turned away from the house and strode to
the edge of the terrace. What was he thinking? He should not be
wondering what it would be like to bed one of his parishioners,
especially at a time like this when her life was in turmoil. She
didn’t need some randy vicar pawing at her. She needed his shoulder
to cry on, his support in the hearing, and nothing else.
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Grace stepped back outside to find Vicar
Trent had moved away from the table and was standing at the edge of
the terrace. Was he going to leave? Her heart skipped a beat. She
didn’t want him to go just yet. There was a comfort in his presence
that she was not ready to relinquish.

She quickly chastised herself. Vicar Trent
had other parishioners besides herself. She was sure many of them
had concerns that affected them as deeply as hers and she should
not monopolize his time.

“He is asleep, as I suspected. Perkins is
sitting with him.”

Vicar Trent turned to look at her. A frown
marred his brow. Was he upset with her again? Had she said
something wrong?

He marched forward and grasped her upper arms
gently. “Do not marry simply to save your father. You will never be
happy in such an arrangement.”

What had come over him? “I will be happy if I
know my father is cared for and living with me.”

“Will any of the men you mentioned allow you
to be his caregiver?”

She opened her mouth to speak, but Vicar
Trent rushed forward. “Richards would keep your father here,
servants surrounding him, which is well and good, but you would
only be allowed to visit on occasion.”

How did he know Mr. Richards’ plans? Had the
two spoken of this?

“Thorn at least would bring your father to
his house so you could continue your care, but how would your
father be affected by no longer living in his comfortable
surroundings?”

Her eyes narrowed with suspicion. Had Vicar
Trent been listening that first day he came to call?

“Who knows what plans Draker has, but the way
he speaks down to you, I doubt you would be allowed an opinion on
what is best for your father.”

“You were listening that day?”

His cheeks developed a light pink hue. “I
couldn’t help not to. Your father had his ear toward the window
taking in every word spoken.”

“Oh dear, I didn’t want him to know. It is
horrible the way people talk about him. I wouldn’t want Papa
hurt.”

“You father wasn’t hurt.” Vicar Trent grasped
her with a bit more force, but not hurting her. “He worries about
you.”

“Papa shouldn’t worry about me. It is I who
should care for him.”

Vicar Trent chuckled and shook his head. “A
father will worry about his daughter until the day she is happily
settled, and should.”

Grace took in a deep breath and sighed. “Did
he wish for me to accept one of them?” Perhaps she should ask her
father which would be the best choice. If he had a preference then
she would accept that man’s suit.

“I don’t think so.”

Relief shot through her. Grace really didn’t
want to be married to any of her three choices. None of them made
her skin heat when they touched her, unlike Vicar Trent. None of
them made her want to kiss their lips when their face was so close,
as Vicar Trent’s was right now and only a breath away. None of them
excited her, or made her long to be held and comforted, as she
wished Vicar Trent would do right now.

Oh, she was surely wicked and wanton for
wanting such from a vicar. It must be because of all the stress she
was under. If everything were normal, surely she wouldn’t be having
such inappropriate thoughts.

His eyes bore into hers. Could he read her
mind? Heat stole into her cheeks. She licked her lips, her mouth
suddenly dry. His focus changed to her mouth.
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And as quickly as Vicar Trent had grabbed
her, he let go, took a step back and let out a breath.

“I will keep you informed of what I learn.”
He nodded his head and strode for the door. Stopping, he looked
back at her. “And try not to worry, Miss Cooper. Everything shall
turn out as it should.”

With that he disappeared into her house.
Grace collapsed into a nearby chair and brought her hand to her
frantically beating heart. What had come over her? Surely he
couldn’t have read her mind.

She closed her eyes and leaned back in the
chair. What would it be like to kiss Vicar Trent? To feel his arms
around her and be able to lay her head on his shoulder? To forget
for just a short time or to simply allow him to take care of her
and Father.

Her eyes popped open and she frantically
glanced around to make sure she was alone. It was a fanciful dream,
and probably a sinful one too. He was a man of God and young ladies
should not lust after vicars. Heat stole into her cheeks,
embarrassed by her impure thoughts, and she straightened.

Was that what she was doing? Lusting after
him? Grace wasn’t entirely sure what lust was, but if wanting to be
held, kissed, touched, and to feel the warmth and tingling
experienced from his touch was lust, then that is what she was
doing.

Oh, she was a wicked girl, especially since
he gave no indication he saw her more than another parishioner. She
should be ashamed of herself. And would be, if she could make
herself stop wishing he would come back and kiss her.

Grace blew out a breath and stood. This was
ridiculous. Vicar Trent certainly did not think of her in that
manner. If he were going to settle on a wife it would not be
someone like her, who had a father who required attention. He
didn’t have the time for such a responsibility, nor would he wish
to have a dairy added to his responsibilities. Besides, she knew
vicars made little money, though he had been provided a house, he
didn’t earn enough yet to support a wife. Even if he did, he was
too busy.

No, he would want, and deserved, someone who
could devote all of her time to him, without a family needing
attention as well, unless it was for children the two of them
brought into the world. Besides, she wasn’t the type any gentleman
was really interested in. Well, other than Richards, Draker and
Thorn. Of course, those gentlemen had already been rejected by half
the women in the village already, including her good friend,
Audrey. They each wanted to control the house and land.

But what of Audrey? She certainly would take
notice of Vicar Trent and how could the vicar not be attracted to
her dear friend? And, why did the thought of those two, together,
cause her heart to ache?

She wanted Audrey happy and if it was Vicar
Trent who made her so then Grace should be glad for her. But, she
was tired of coming in second to Audrey, where gentlemen were
concerned. Not that she could blame the gentlemen, of course.
Audrey was beautiful and kind.

Tears pricked her eyes and Grace quickly
swiped them away. Why so maudlin all of a sudden? She sniffed and
returned back into the house. It has simply been a trying day that
was all. Vicar Trent had shown her kindness and comfort, and until
now she hadn’t realized how much of it had lacked in her life the
past year. She needn’t make anything more out of it than what it
was. He was being kind because it was his vocation and she would
cease thinking about him kissing and holding her and concentrate on
her father. It was most important. And, when Vicar Trent did settle
on someone, she would be happy for him.

In the meantime, she needed to address her
current situation. Of Thorn, Richards and Draker, who would be the
best match for her?
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Matthew sat atop his horse in the middle the
road, unsure of what direction to go, a bit flummoxed from his
encounter, and near kiss, with Miss Cooper. He needed to go home
and concentrate on the sermon for next Sunday but in truth; his
heart was not in it. He wanted to return to the Cooper home and
take Grace in his arms and kiss her until she didn’t have a care in
the world. He wanted to strip that gown from her body and lay
beside her, touch her, kiss her from the top of her head to the
tips of her toes and everywhere in between. He wanted to lie
between her thighs and share the intimacy that was as old as
time.

He adjusted his seat, growing uncomfortable
in his clothing. He hadn’t been this aroused in years. Practice and
discipline usually kept him from being in such a needful state.
When his body longed for the comfort of a woman he had been able to
think of other matters until his loins cooled. Such had not been
the case since meeting Miss Cooper and he had yet to be in her
presence without becoming at least half aroused. This did not bode
well for his role as her vicar. He needed to get control of his
lust and somehow ignore what he wanted and focus on her, as his
parishioner, and nothing else. But how did one do that.

He would ask Jordan but his brother never
denied himself the company of a woman, ever. And, if his brother
even had the slightest suspicion of what Miss Cooper was doing to
him, Jordan would never let him hear the end of it. His brother
would also probably encourage Matthew to enjoy her company, yet
Miss Cooper wasn’t like any other woman, especially those his
brother gravitated toward. Matthew knew if he were to seduce Miss
Cooper, it would only occur after vows had been spoken and he
wasn’t sure he was ready to marry or knew her nearly well enough to
form a permanent bond.

He had to stop thinking about Grace and her
clear eyes, full breasts, and bed. He had to empty her form his
thoughts and think of something else or he would never be
comfortable, unless he took care of matters himself and he hadn’t
needed to do that in years. No, he would turn his mind from her. He
wasn’t a young lad experiencing lust and desire for the first time.
He had more control.

Matthew turned the horse toward town. He
would visit his brother. He needed to speak further with Jordan
anyway. All he had gotten out of his brother earlier was an
appointment was scheduled. Surely this was not a matter a
magistrate could decide. What of the courts? Could Miss Cooper take
her case to London?

He shook the thought away. She would have a
more difficult time trying to convince the courts that she was the
best person to take care of her father. Worse, they would be more
likely to push for confinement in Bedlam. Mr. Cooper was not
mad.

Matthew blew out a breath and urged his horse
toward the village. He needed to make his brother understand. Could
he convince him to quit working for Lord Stillwaite? And, how had
Jordan managed to become a lawyer without anyone knowing? Father
would be livid if he were alive.

Matthew found himself grinning. As much as he
didn’t like Jordan being on the opposite side of this issue, he was
proud that his brother had decided to do what he wanted and not
follow the dictates of father. John had done the same. Only he and
Clay fell into line. But, even Clay changed once he met Eleanor.
That left Matt, still doing what father wished of him.

Did he dare throw caution to the wind and
follow his own dreams?

If so, exactly what did he want to do? Being
a vicar was fine and good, but the weight of responsibility and
fear of not being perfect, or not being the person parishioners
could turn to for guidance weighed on his shoulders. Should one
feel weighted down and lose sleep because they were afraid they
would make a mistake?

No.

The answer was clear and loud, as if it had
been yelled at him.

But what was left if he didn’t do this?

Become a dairy farmer. The voice
whispered through his brain. Ridiculous. He knew nothing about
being a farmer or cows or chickens or any other type of animal that
lived on a farm. Even the horse he was riding was taken care of by
others.

And why such answers to his questions? Were
these the things he truly wanted? It wasn’t as if God was telling
him what to do. God ceased actually speaking to people over a
thousand years ago.

It wasn’t that he minded being a vicar. His
faith was strong so that wasn’t the issue. But, was this what he
should be doing? Was he the right person to be God’s messenger?

Matthew stopped before the stables and left
his horse with a lad who couldn’t have been over ten, but anxious
to see to his animal, and with determined steps Matthew made it to
the inn where Jordan had taken a room. He would think about his
future later. Perhaps even discuss it with his brother once the
issue of Mr. Cooper was behind them.

Matthew stepped inside the dim interior and
glanced around. Jordan was seated at a table, a plate of food
before him, speaking with someone who looked oddly like John from
behind. But what would John be doing here?

Jordan glanced up and his eyes narrowed. “I
didn’t expect you to be back.”

The man turned in his seat. It was John.
“What are you doing here? Two brothers in one week?” He took a seat
even though Jordan hadn’t offered for him to sit. “Clay isn’t
lurking around here anywhere is he?”

John chuckled and shook his head. “Elizabeth
and I are on our way to Scotland, after we visit her grandfather
and father at Danby Castle.”

Matthew accepted the cup of coffee placed
before him. “Why Scotland?”

John looked around. There were several people
in here this afternoon. “I’ll explain later.”

Curiosity rose. What was so secretive?
Instead of questioning John further, he returned his attention to
Jordan. He had to choose his words carefully in case John didn’t
know what their brother was about and it wasn’t for him to tell.
The one thing he had become good at from being a vicar was holding
secrets.

“I intend to go with you when you visit Lord
Brachton.”

Jordan’s eyebrows rose. “I don’t recall you
were invited.”

“Nor do I feel it is only fair that he hear
Stillwaite’s version of the facts.”

“He is simply going to ask for a hearing or
if it is even possible to have such one here.”

“But in doing so, his comments could be
inflammatory and prejudice him against Mr. Cooper.”

“You don’t trust me?”

“If you were going alone I wouldn’t be
concerned. I don’t trust Stillwaite or his motivation.” Matthew
leaned forward. “Explain to me why he has this sudden interest in a
man he has not seen since before his accident two years ago?”

Jordan shrugged. “He didn’t give his reasons.
He is concerned about his niece and brother.”

“If he were concerned, he would have checked
on him long before now.”

“It is not my place to judge.” Jordan laid
his fork aside. “That was Father’s, then Clay’s job once,
apparently it is yours now.”

Matthew stiffened. He never wanted to be the
judge of anyone. He hated it when his father was judge, jury and
punisher all in one. For years it appeared Clay was the same. Thank
goodness he met Eleanor and all of that changed.

“Who is Mr. Cooper and why are you meeting
with Brachton?”

Both gentlemen turned to John, who had
remained quiet until now.

Matthew looked at Jordan, waiting for him to
answer. As John had done earlier, he glanced around the room. “Not
here.” He stabbed a piece of meat with his fork and shoved it in
his mouth.

While his brother finished his meal Matthew
decided it was probably best to talk about something they didn’t
have to worry about being overheard, though he still didn’t know
why John was going to Scotland. “Where is Elizabeth?”

At the mention of his wife’s name, John
smiled. It was never a full smile, just enough to know that the man
was still smitten with his wife. Clay often got the same look when
someone referred to Eleanor. Would he ever have someone he would
smile at the mere mention of their name?

“She is shopping.”

“Will the two of you be here long?”

“We were only stopping here because we were
going to call on you. I didn’t expect to run into Jordan.”

“I was rather surprised myself when he showed
up at my house yesterday.”

John looked at his older brother. “Why are
you here? You never did say.”

Jordan lifted his eyebrows but didn’t answer.
He picked up his mug of ale drained it and stood. “Why don’t we go
to my room?”

The two men followed and as soon as they
reached the privacy of Jordan’s room, he shut the door.

Jordan wheeled on Matt. “I will have you know
that I will do everything in my power to keep Stillwaite in
check.”

Matthew took a step back. He hadn’t expected
his brother to be so angry. It was totally out of character for him
but Matthew wasn’t about to back down.

“Why the sudden interest?”

“He didn’t tell me.”

“Yet, you go along with whatever he
wants?”

“I didn’t know you and Stillwaite were
friends,” John interrupted.

“We aren’t.” He strode to a table and poured
a glass of whiskey. The bottle was half empty. Had his brother
drank the other half last night or had he been in town longer than
Matthew realized?

Jordan took a drink before turning to his
brothers. “He hired me to look into his brother’s property and
negotiate a purchase. He had not anticipated his brother still
being incapacitated or his niece needing a guardian, which would
undoubtedly fall to him. I didn’t know his brother had been in such
a state for nearly two years.”

“Hired you?” John laughed. “Since when do you
have employment?”

“Bloody hell,” Jordan muttered before he
drained the glass.

Matthew leaned against the wall and crossed
his arms over his chest. He wasn’t going to tell John what Jordan
had been up to; it was up to his brother to tell him whatever he
wished.

Jordan slammed the glass down on the table
and fell back into a chair before he explained about secretly
attending school. By the time he was finished, John was nodding
with admiration.

“Does Clay know?”

“I haven’t told him. I wasn’t sure what his
reaction would be.”

“I can’t imagine he would object,” Matthew
offered.

“Nor I,” John agreed.

Jordan blew out a breath. “It would be nice
to not have to worry about who found out or who I represent and I
would like to become a barrister.”

“Your reputation will be destroyed,” John
laughed.

“To hell with my reputation.” Jordan pushed
his fingers through his hair. “I am so sick and tired of people
assuming things about me that aren’t true.”

“That you are a rake of the first order and
women beg for you to make love to them because nobody is as
magnificent as you?” John grinned.

Jordan grinned. “Well, there is a good deal
of truth in that statement.”

Matthew watched his brothers. He had heard
all about his brother’s reputation and supposed skill in the
bedchamber. While Matthew was studying and writing sermons, his
brother was going from one bed to the next, pleasuring women across
London. He probably was very good at it whereas Matthew couldn’t
barely remember what it felt like to be buried so deep you couldn’t
tell where he ended and she began. And since it had been ages, he
would probably be a lousy lover as well. Though he had never been
one of those gentlemen who required a virgin as a wife because it
was unfair to judge a woman for doing something men were never
questioned about, he now knew that it was what he would require. A
virgin wouldn’t know any better, nor his lack of skill noted.
Anyone else would probably find him a grave disappointment,
especially if they had encountered Jordan along the way. Miss
Cooper would be perfect, innocent not to know any better.

Stop thinking about bedding Miss Cooper.

Resentment built in his belly. Not that he
wanted to toss up the skirts of any willing female, but Jordan had
been allowed to live and experience life. Matthew was not given the
same choice. Had he been, what kind of man would he be today?

John sat on the bed and looked at Jordan.
“So, Stillwaite is your client and you need to take care of the
guardianship.”

“Miss Cooper does not need a guardian.”
Matthew pulled away from the wall. “Her father and she get along
very well, and have been for two years.”

Jordan looked up at him. “It appears the
other way around to me. She is taking care of him.”

“Only because of physical injuries.”

“He can’t even talk,”

Matthew clenched his fists. “Have you tried
to have a conversation with the man?”

“Well, no. But Stillwaite assured me that man
has lost his faculties.”

Matthew took a deep breath. “He has not. The
injury left him unable to speak and the right side of his body does
not function as well. But, he is still an intelligent man who can
think and understand, even write.”

Jordan leaned back and raised an eyebrow.
“You’ve spent time with him?”

“Yes, he is a parishioner of mine.”

“So, he attends church services.”

Matthew turned and found a chair to sit in.
“No. He cannot climb into a carriage, or on a horse, nor walk that
far.”

Jordan simply nodded.

“Stillwaite wants to commit him, doesn’t
he?”

Jordan pursed his lips but said nothing.

“Dammit man.” Matthew stood, the chair
toppled backwards. “At least spend time with Mr. Cooper before you
decide to help Stillwaite condemn a man that has no more business
being locked up in Bedlam than we do.”

“I will give the matter some thought,” he
said slowly, studying Matt. “Is your interest solely for a
parishioner, or are you more passionate because Miss Cooper is his
daughter?”

Matthew stilled and stared at his brother.
Could Jordan read him so well? No, it was impossible. “Miss Cooper
is also a parishioner, who does attend services. She has asked for
my help and I am glad to give it.”

Jordan’s eyes bore into Matt’s for a moment
before he merely nodded and focused on John. “So, why are you
headed to Scotland?”

“We believe Adele and Julia are there.”

That is right. Jordan had mentioned the two
had not died, but that was right before Miss Cooper showed up on
his doorstep pleading for help.

“Why were we told they were dead?”

“Father arranged it.” John began. “When Adele
ran away with Julia, father caught up with them. He paid her to
leave the country and then set the story about that they had died.
That freed him to marry Rose.”

“He sent money to keep them away and when
Julia turned eighteen, father tried to find them. An opportunity
arose to join our family with another and father needed a daughter
so he could arrange a marriage.” Jordan added.

“How was he going to explain Julia’s presence
all of a sudden? Was he going to say someone found her and raised
her this entire time and he just now learned?”

John smirked. “Probably.”

“They disappeared after that. I assume it is
because Adele had no desire for her daughter to return to England,
or for Julia to become one of father’s puppets for betterment of
the family.” Jordan added.

“Where had they been this entire time?”

“France,” John answered.

Matthew sank back down in the chair. All this
time he thought they were dead, mourned their loss. How could his
father be so cruel? “Does Rose know?”

“No,” John insisted. “And we aren’t going to
tell her, unless we find ourselves in a position where it is
necessary that she knows.”

“If anyone learned, she and Madeline would be
ruined. The marriage is not valid which makes Madeline a
bastard.”

“Which is why we will never let on,” John
agreed.

“If Adele is in Scotland, what do you intend
to do?”

“Make sure she never steps foot in London or
anywhere close to us.”

“Why didn’t they just divorce?” Jordan
asked

“I assume it is because father didn’t want
anyone to see him as a failure. It is better to have society
believe your wife was killed then for them to know she was running
away.”

“What if she decides she wants to return to
London anyway?” Matthew asked.

John’s jaw set and his eyes grew cold. “It
won’t be allowed. Madeline needs to be protected above all
else.”
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Grace paid for the foodstuffs and arranged
for delivery before she stepped out onto the walk. This afternoon
her uncle would meet with Lord Brachton and all day her stomach had
been in a tight knot of worry to the point she was nauseous. She
should be there. Who knew what her uncle would say. What if
Brachton made a decision without even speaking to her or her
father? She bit her bottom lip and glanced around. She had to be at
that meeting, but she didn’t even know what time it was to be held.
Should she call on her uncle and ask?

She glanced down the street to the only inn
in town.

No, she didn’t want to do that. She didn’t
even want to speak with him at the moment.

Mr. Jordan Trent stepped outside. He would
know when the meeting was taking place and certainly he would tell
her. Grace hastened down the road before he disappeared. He turned
in her direction, their eyes met for a moment and a smile graced
his face as recognition dawned. Mr. Trent really was a handsome man
and he probably sent a number of hearts atwitter in London. But he
was not as handsome as Vicar Trent and it wasn’t right that a vicar
should cause a girls pulse to increase. It seemed almost
sinful.

Mr. Trent walked toward her and stopped when
they met in the middle of the walk. He offered a bow with his head.
“Good day, Miss Cooper.”

There was something that was simply likable
about Mr. Trent, though she didn’t understand it, especially after
Audrey had described him in such unflattering terms. She barely
knew the man and he was working for her uncle, which she needed to
keep in mind. “When are you meeting with Lord Brachton?”

His left eyebrow hitched. “I assume my
brother told you of the appointment?”

“Yes. What time will it be?”

He placed his hands behind him and rocked
back on his heels, so much like Vicar Trent. His eyes narrowed on
her. “Why do you wish to know?”

“I have a vested interest. You will be
discussing my father, which also involves my future.”

“There is no need for you to worry, Miss
Cooper. Everything will be handled as it should.”

Grace blew out an exasperated breath.
“Please, do not condescend to me as if I am some young miss new to
society.”

Both of his eyebrows rose in surprise.

“I know what is best for me and my
father.”

“Do you?”

She was taken aback by his question. “Of
course I do. I am his daughter.”

“You’ve put your life on hold to take care of
an invalid. Do you think he really wishes you to do so?”

How dare he assume what her father’s wishes
were? “My father is not an invalid and my life is not on hold. It
is a full, rewarding life, I will have you know.” Grace fought the
urge to stomp her foot to emphasize her point. That would only make
her appear childish and convince Mr. Trent that her father was
better off being cared for by others.

“You haven’t attended a Season.” He held up
one finger. “You don’t leave this small village.” He visibly
shuddered when he held up a second finger, as if counting off what
was wrong with her life. “You are not married.”

“Perhaps those things are unimportant to me,
and I happen to like living here.”

“But it could be better, easier, if someone
could take care of you and your father.”

“My uncle, you mean?” She snorted.

“Come, Miss Cooper, would it be so bad to
have your needs met so you could enjoy society, be courted, knowing
your father was being cared for?”

“But, my father wouldn’t be cared for. He
would be locked away like some animal.” She wheeled away from him,
too angry to continue this conversation. If Mr. Trent didn’t look
so much like Vicar Trent, nobody could convince her they were
brothers. Their dispositions were completely opposite. To think
only moments ago she thought him likable.

She turned back around. “And, I will have you
know, there are three gentlemen who wish to marry me, I simply
haven’t decided which I prefer.” With those parting words she
turned to stalk off but was brought up short. Ahead of her, on the
opposite side of the street was Vicar Trent, with Audrey’s hand
tucked on his arm. A knife thrust through her heart. Grace had
already anticipated this would happen and expected it, yet it
didn’t hurt any less. Gentlemen couldn’t help but be drawn to the
beautiful, lively golden-haired woman. Why should a man of the
cloth be immune?

Mr. Trent came up from behind. She could feel
the warmth of his presence at her side. She turned to look at him.
His eyes were focused on Vicar Trent and Audrey, his jaw locked,
the bone structure of his face defined. Was Mr. Trent angry with
his brother?

She glanced back at the couple. Vicar Trent
was smiling down at Audrey who was talking with animation, her free
arm moving about as if to explain.

“Unrequited love?”

Was Mr. Trent asking the question of her or
himself? The words were so low, she wasn’t sure if she was actually
meant to hear them, and she certainly wasn’t going to ask, nor was
she prepared to answer.

Mr. Trent took Grace’s hand and placed it on
his arm and led her down the walk. Another couple approached. The
gentleman looked like he could be related to the Vicar and Mr.
Trent. The lady had golden hair with laughing blue eyes. They
stopped before her and Mr. Trent quickly made the
introductions.

“I thought you were leaving for Danby
Castle?” Mr. Trent asked his brother.

“We are going to stay on a bit longer. I
received a message that the person I seek in Scotland may have
moved on.”

Mr. Trent’s eyebrows rose for a moment and he
stiffened, as if alarmed, but nodded as if he understood. Grace
didn’t but she also wasn’t interested. There was too much on her
mind and too many worries to be concerned with the travels of a
virtual stranger. Though she was curious as to why they would be
visiting Danby Castle. She had never met the duke herself, but
heard plenty of stories. Her father had visited His Grace on a few
occasions when he accompanied Lord Crew, but that had been before
the accident.

What she was certain of, the Duke of Danby
did not like her uncle, Lord Stillwaite, and had overheard a few of
the choice words the duke had for her uncle when father was talking
with Lord Crew one day. If the couple before her had connections
with the duke, would she be able to use it to her advantage?

The thought of approaching the Duke of Danby
made her about as ill as she was worrying about the outcome of the
upcoming hearing. But, she would do everything in her power to
protect her father.
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Matthew found himself accompanying Miss
Audrey Montgomery down the walk in the village, not quite certain
how it had come about. He had stopped in at the bakery to purchase
a biscuit, craving a sweet, to find Mrs. Montgomery and her
daughter. Before he knew what was happening, the mother had
practically pushed them out the door with assurances that she would
catch up to them shortly and would Matthew be kind enough to escort
Miss Montgomery to the lending library. It wasn’t a great hardship
to have the delightful young woman on his arm, but he didn’t want
Mrs. Montgomery to get any foolish ideas. As lovely as Miss
Montgomery was, he felt no pull to court her. Still she was an
entertaining companion but he foresaw no relationship in the future
other than friendship and would discourage Mrs. Montgomery’s plans,
if she were thinking matrimony, as so many ladies with marriageable
daughters do.

He glanced across the street and stopped.
What was Jordan doing with Miss Cooper? The two were walking on the
opposite side of the street, appearing friendlier than the two
should be with her arm linked in his. A moment later they stopped
to speak with John and Elizabeth. This was an interesting turn of
events. Surely Miss Cooper understood she should not be socializing
with Jordan. His brother worked for Stillwaite, and wished to
commit Mr. Cooper to Bedlam.

Had Miss Cooper decided to plead her case
directly to Jordan? Was he charming her, as Jordan always did, to
convince her that his client knew better than she?

No, Miss Cooper would not give in where her
father was concerned, even if Jordan turned the full extent of his
charm on her.

But what of her heart? Matthew had yet to
meet a woman who was immune to Jordan. What if she fell in love
with him? Worse, what if Jordan wanted Miss Cooper? He could
certainly afford to take care of her and her father, and Mr. Cooper
could even remain in his home. As Jordan had no estate of his own,
he could marry Miss Cooper and move here. Then Matthew would have
to look at their happy faces each Sunday morning, and probably
visit them occasionally for dinner.

His chest tightened around his heart. Many
times he had been jealous of Jordan in the past, but never like
this.

“What is he doing with Grace?” Miss
Montgomery practically hissed.

Matthew had forgotten the young lady was even
beside him.

“My brother?”

She sucked in a breath and looked up at Matt.
“I am sorry. I should not have been rude. He is your brother after
all.”

Matthew chuckled. “How did Jordan offend
you?”

A blush stained her cheeks. “Not me,
actually, but a friend of mine in London this past spring.”

“I am well aware of my brother’s reputation.”
Matthew smiled down at her. “What did he do?”

The color grew darker. “I cannot say, but I
assure you, Mr. Trent has a lot to answer for.”

What had Jordan done this time? Broken the
heart of a young miss? Did he take advantage of an innocent? No,
Jordan usually avoided the innocent ones as if they were afflicted
with the plague. It must be a broken heart, one of the hundreds
littering the path Jordan had traveled. “Have you confronted
him?”

She huffed and stiffened. “I refuse to speak
to him. I haven’t spoken with him since I learned what he did and
what he is like, nor do I ever intend on speaking with that rogue
ever again.”

Matthew was even more curious than before.
Regardless, even if he had been drawn to Miss Montgomery, her
strong feelings where Jordan was concerned made it impossible to
pursue her. Never would he allow a lady to come between him and his
brothers.

“Why is he here anyway?” She gasped. “I am
sorry. You are brothers and I assume he is visiting you.”

“He is here with Lord Stillwaite.” Jordan
probably wouldn’t have visited, or left the liveliness of London
for a simple visit with him.

Miss Montgomery’s eyes grew wide and she
blinked up at him, hints of her earlier blush long gone. “Mr.
Cooper’s brother? I can’t imagine why unless Mr. Trent has evidence
to help commit Mr. Cooper.”

Ah, so Miss Montgomery was aware of the
situation but not Jordan’s role.

She bit her bottom lip and looked back over
at Grace. “Lord Stillwaite and Mr. Cooper have never been close.
Their relationship bordered on hostile at times.”

Hostile? Miss Cooper had never indicated as
such, though there was no warmth between the two from what he had
observed.

“He didn’t approve of Mr. Cooper buying a
dairy farm when he should be concentrating on his duties as a
solicitor.”

“A man can have more than one interest,”
Matthew agreed.

“He also thought Mr. Cooper a fool for not
making the estate more profitable after he purchased it.” She
glanced at the couples across the street. “I worry for Grace. What
if Lord Stillwaite has his way? What will become of Grace and her
father?”

Again Matthew patted the hand on his arm. “I
intend to help Miss Cooper any way I can.”

Miss Montgomery was silent for a moment and
then she looked up at him, a contemplative look on her face. “If
Grace were to marry, her uncle would lose control of her, their
holdings, and possibly be able to still take care of the father.”
She studied him as if waiting for a reaction.

Was Miss Montgomery suggesting that he marry
Miss Cooper? “I understand that there are three gentlemen vying for
her hand.”

Miss Montgomery wrinkled her nose and frowned
as if disgusted. “Draker, Thorn and Richards are not what Grace
needs, nor would they be best for her.”

“Are there other gentlemen in town who have
shown interest?” Though it sounded as if his concern was for Miss
Cooper, there was a very selfish reason for asking. He wasn’t yet
sure how he felt about Miss Cooper, but he was drawn to her unlike
anyone he had met before. Though marriage for Miss Cooper would be
the best, he wasn’t anxious to see her do so. At least until he
made sense of his feelings toward her.

“No.” Miss Montgomery still studied him.

Was she waiting for him to save Miss Cooper
from her dastardly uncle? He couldn’t make the offer right now, not
when he knew so little about the lady.

“Perhaps my brother may take a liking to Miss
Cooper.”

Miss Montgomery narrowed her eyes and pursed
her lips. “Grace would be safer swimming in shark infested
waters.”

Matthew barked out laughter.

“This is not a laughing matter, Vicar
Trent.”

“I am sure it is not but you are the first
lady I have ever met who is not smitten with my brother.”

“That is because the rest of them are
fools.”

“Ah, it is so nice to see the two of you
laughing and enjoying the day.”

They turned to find Mrs. Montgomery coming up
on them. She wouldn’t be so happy if she knew her daughter was
suggesting he marry Miss Cooper, or so Matthew assumed.

Matthew glanced into the window of the shop
they were standing before and noted the clock on the wall. It was
later than he realized. “If you will excuse me. I have an
appointment to meet with Lord Brachton and need to take care of a
few matters first.”

Mrs. Montgomery straightened. “Is the
marquess in residence? I must call on him.”

Miss Montgomery sighed. “It isn’t a social
call, mother. Lord Stillwaite wants to have Mr. Cooper committed
and take over guardianship of Grace.”

“Thank goodness. Something needs to be done
about that family.”
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“Don’t you have an appointment with Brachton
at three?” The younger Mr. Trent asked his brother.

Grace grinned. Now she knew when the meeting
was and Mr. Trent could not keep her away. If she left town now,
she may arrive in time. She would ask Vicar Trent if she could ride
with him, but it would be improper. Besides, she needed to see to
this matter herself. If she arrived with a gentleman, Brachton may
assume she needed assistance and she needed to prove to everyone
she could take care of herself and her father without a guardian or
husband.

“It was very nice meeting you, Mr. and Mrs.
Trent, but I must be on my way.”

The older Mr. Trent placed his hand over hers
when she began to move it from his arm. “You aren’t thinking of
visiting Brachton as well?” His eyes bore into hers.

Grace smiled sweetly up at him. “My plans for
this afternoon are no concern of yours.” She pulled her hand away
from his, breaking all contact. “Good day.” With that she turned
and walked toward home. She would barely make it on foot, but Grace
was determined to be at that meeting.

However, this was one of those days she
wished she had a carriage. Actually, they did have a carriage and
horses but it was too difficult for her to hook the horses to the
carriage without the help of a groom, which they did not have. Not
that she minded walking. She walked everywhere, but when time was
of the essence, a carriage would be welcoming.

Once out of town she turned and took the path
through the woods as it was quicker. It came out just short of her
house, which was settled upon a hill away from town. If she had
gone the opposite direction and taken the road, she would have
rounded to the front of her father’s home, had she not cut across
the fields, but it was a longer route and she didn’t have a moment
to spare.

Hiking her skirts she picked up her pace
along the well-used path. Sunlight filtered through the vibrant
leaves and limbs soon to be bare for the coming winter. As she
rounded the corner, Mr. Thorn was riding the path from the opposite
direction. It wasn’t unusual to meet someone else here as it was a
route often used by those walking or riding.

He was a bit disheveled, but if he had been
riding hard earlier, that would account for his appearance. Mr.
Thorn pulled back on the reins and nodded a greeting. “Miss Cooper,
what a surprise to see you.”

Drat. She did not have time to stop and chat
right now. “Good afternoon, Mr. Thorn.” She kept walking. It was a
bit rude of her, but at the moment she didn’t care.

“Is something amiss?”

“I am just in a hurry. I was in town too
long. Good day, Mr. Thorn.” She continued on, though she could feel
his eyes bore into her back. Perhaps her rude behavior would
discourage his suit. Then again, was she in a position to
discourage anyone at this moment?

She couldn’t think about that now. Only if it
looked as if her uncle would win would she consider the three
gentlemen who had been paying court to her.

A moment later she heard the horse move down
the path, leaves crunching beneath his hooves and Grace breathed a
sigh of relief. A few steps later she emerged into the field behind
their home. She hurried up the hill and glanced to the back sitting
area. Her father was not outside, which was a bit unusual since
this is usually where he sat to take his tea at this time of the
day. For a moment she considered checking on him, but knew Mrs.
Thomas and Perkins were with him. Perhaps they simply remained
inside today. Grace would ask when she returned.

Continuing past the house, she hurried down
the slope leading to the road and once again picked up her pace and
headed toward Brachton Manor. After she had gone but a short way
Mr. Richards rode in her direction, pausing in the middle of the
road. Grace clenched her jaw, nodded a polite greeting and
continued walking. She did not have time to exchange
pleasantries.

Mr. Richards tipped his hat. “I would like a
word, Miss Cooper.”

Grace forced a smile. “I am sorry, but I’m
rather in a hurry.”

“But it should not take a moment. It is about
your decision.”

She stopped for a moment and narrowed her
eyes. “My decision?” Did he honestly wish to discuss her potential
betrothal to him while standing in the middle of the road?

“I was wondering if you have given my suit
any more consideration.”

Grace took a deep breath and chose her words
carefully and was thoughtful in her tone. It wouldn’t do to
alienate him at the moment in the event she was forced to choose
one of the three for a husband. “I have given it thought. However,
I do have more pressing matters at the moment.”

“If you mean your uncle, your problems can be
solved by simply marrying me.”

Not all of her problems, but she did not have
time, nor did she wish to enter into a debate on the merits of her
marrying any of them at the moment. “I will give the matter more
consideration. Now if you will excuse me.” She turned and walked
away before he had a chance to say anything further.

Really, this was ridiculous, and why hadn’t
she pointed out again that none of them had actually asked her.
They simply assumed she understood. And, perhaps given the
circumstances they didn’t feel an official offer was necessary.
Well, if they thought so little of her, she thought even less of
them.

Rounding the corner she came to the end of
the drive to Brachton Manor. There were already two carriages lined
up in front. Grace should have expected this. The gentlemen who
were to call on Lord Brachton all had conveyances and horses at
their disposal and could travel much quicker on the road than she
could on foot, even though she took a short cut.

She marched to the door, lifted her hand to
knock and stopped. What was she doing? Had she lost all good sense?
A single lady does not call on the home of a bachelor, despite the
time of day, or who else might be present, without a companion or
chaperone. She had been so caught up in worrying about her father
and what Stillwaite could say to Brachton without her present that
she gave absolutely no thought to propriety. If she asked for an
audience right now no doubt her uncle would use that against
her.

But, did she turn around, go back home and
wait for a decision to be made, trusting that Vicar Trent would be
able to dissuade Brachton from handing guardianship over to her
uncle?

Her heartbeat increased and she wiped her
damp hands against her dress. Oh, why hadn’t she wore gloves? No
doubt hair was in disarray and her gown could be nicer but when she
set off for town earlier, she had not anticipated not returning
home before she determined the time of the meeting.

What to do?

Stiffening her spine, raising her chin, Grace
knocked on the door. This was her father and nobody knew better
what he needed than she. If her uncle, or anyone else, censured her
for this behavior she would deal with it. But, this was much too
important to let go to chance.

A staid butler opened the door and looked
down his beak of a nose at her. “Yes?”

“I am Miss Grace Cooper and I wish to speak
with Lord Brachton.”

“I am afraid that is not possible.” He
practically sneered at her. Did unattached woman often come to his
door alone? The servant didn’t seem shocked to find her here.

“I must disagree. He is currently meeting
with Vicar Trent, Lord Stillwaite and Mr. Trent on an issue
involving my father and my future.”

“Which you should leave to the gentlemen to
decide.” He began to shut the door and Grace took a step forward.
She would not be kept from the house and doubted the servant would
break his composure to actually lay hands on her to remove her from
the premises.

The man looked over his shoulder before
calling for Mrs. Plight. Grace knew her. The woman attended church
and exchanged pleasantries each Sunday.

Mrs. Plight came through a door and stopped
when her eyes landed on Grace. “Miss Cooper, my heavens, what are
you doing here?”

“I need to see Lord Brachton.”

“Oh dear,” she looked beyond Grace. “Where is
your chaperone? It is unseemly coming here unaccompanied.”

Heat flooded her cheeks. Hadn’t she just
given herself the same lecture? But to have someone else censure
her, and a servant in the marquess’ household was a bit
embarrassing. Yet, it couldn’t be helped. Grace straightened to
appeal to the woman. “I know, but there are mitigating
circumstances. I must speak for my father.”

A sad smile came to Mrs. Plight’s lips, one
Grace was so used to seeing from almost everyone in the community
and it only strengthened her resolve. “My uncle would have him
institutionalized.”

The woman took a step back. “Well, I don’t
believe that is necessary. I’ve heard those places aren’t fit for
animals.”

Grace sighed with relief. At least not
everyone wanted to commit her father and if the housekeeper had his
lordship’s ear, there may be help for them yet. “I must be in the
meeting so I can convince Lord Brachton not to send my father
away.”

“It would not be proper, Miss Cooper.”

“That is what I was trying to tell her.” The
butler sniffed. “She should not even be here.”

“Oh, hush, Willard. She isn’t like those
other so-called ladies that show up on Lord Brachton’s door in
London. Those ladies are looking to be compromised in hopes of a
forced marriage or just want an evening of his attention.”

Grace’s face burned at what Mrs. Plight was
inferring. Would the people in her town think that as well when
they learned she arrived here alone?

“Miss Cooper has no intention of marriage and
it wouldn’t even occur to her to try any of the tricks we’ve so
often witnessed.”

It was pleasing that Mrs. Plight thought so
well of her, but it wasn’t that she had no intention of marriage.
She simply lacked a candidate worth marrying.

A tall man, not above the age of thirty,
stepped out from a room further down the hall. He was handsome
indeed with his blond hair, high cheekbones and full lips. If this
was Brachton, no wonder silly females threw themselves at him and
Grace was surprised Mrs. Montgomery wasn’t already here presenting
Audrey to the gentleman. With such a fine catch in the area no
doubt Audrey’s mother would set Vicar Trent aside and reach for a
higher and wealthier connection for her daughter.

“What the devil is going on here?” the man
barked as he came toward them. Though he spoke with perfect
English, there was a hint of Scottish accent.

All civil thoughts for the Marquess of
Brachton disappeared with the tone of his voice. He practically
sneered at her. Had he learned that from his butler or had he
taught the butler? “I tried to make her leave, Lord Brachton,” the
butler informed him in an icy tone, still staring down his nose at
Grace, ending with a sniff of disgust.

Mrs. Plight wasn’t nearly as intimidated as
Grace. “She has every right to be here.”

Lord Brachton raised an eyebrow. “Is she
seeking work, or have another purpose?”

The housekeeper blew out a breath. “This is
Miss Grace Cooper, the daughter of the man who is currently the
topic of discussion in the library. Along with his fate hers will
be determined.”

His face softened and he slowly nodded his
head. “I see.”

“If I might speak for my father?” she
began.

The man smiled down at her, his eyes hooded.
She knew that look of condescension very well and would not stand
for it and spoke before he did. “I have every right to be
present.”

“You don’t trust that your uncle can speak
with regard to the best interest of the family. He is older and
wiser.”

Grace stiffened. “I do not and he is the last
person I would wish to speak on behalf of my father and
myself.”

That eyebrow rose again, as did the side of
his mouth as if he found humor in her statement. “Very well, then.
Please join us.”

Lord Brachton stepped back and gestured for
her to precede him down the hall. She walked until she came to the
room he had exited and entered. Sitting around the room was her
uncle, Mr. Trent and Vicar Trent. Her uncle came to his feet
immediately. “What is the meaning of this?”

Lord Brachton followed her into the room. The
brothers stood as well to show difference to the fact that she was
a female standing and they were gentlemen. Grace was fairly certain
that fact never occurred to her uncle when she entered the
room.

“I’ve asked Miss Cooper to join us.”

“She is a young woman, of delicate
sensibilities, who can only look at a matter through emotion. My
niece is too young to see the seriousness of the situation.”

Thank goodness she had arrived when she did.
Who knew what her uncle had been saying against her or her father
before she arrive.

Uncle Henry looked past her as if he waited
for someone before focusing his attention on Grace. “You did not
arrive here alone did you?”

“As a matter of fact I did.”

He turned toward Lord Brachton. “This is the
exact reason she needs a guardian. Not only does she not have the
good sense not to call at a bachelor household alone, but the other
night she rode in a carriage, without a maid mind you, with those
two.” He jabbed a finger toward Vicar Trent and his brother.
“Someone needs to protect her before her reputation is
destroyed.”

A slight smile formed on Lord Brachton’s
lips. “Is this true, Miss Cooper?”

Heat flooded her cheeks once again. “Yes,
Lord Brachton, but in each circumstance, the actions were
necessary.”

“You see,” Uncle Henry interrupted. “She
doesn’t have the maturity to understand she could be ruined.”

His Lordship seemed to ignore Lord Stillwaite
and remained focused on Grace, making her a bit uncomfortable. “Did
you not see the danger in being alone with two gentlemen, with whom
you are barely acquainted I assume, in what was probably a closed
conveyance.”

Grace drew her brows together. What was he
inferring? “Of course not.”

“And why is that?” He still had that slight
smile on his lips. What did he find amusing?

“I was with Vicar Trent. If a lady can’t be
alone with her minister than a lady cannot be alone with
anyone.”

“He is also an unattached man.”

“A minister,” she pointed out.

“Harmless?” His smile grew wider. Grace
glanced to Vicar Trent, his face bright. Was he angry? Had she said
something wrong? Surely Lord Brachton didn’t infer Vicar Trent
would make advances on her person. It was she who was fanciful. Not
Vicar Trent, who would no more think about kissing and holding her
than he would do so with a cow.

“Yet, you were with two gentlemen, not
one.”

“Mr. Trent?” She glanced at Vicar Trent’s
brother, who had a hand across his mouth, his shoulders shook
slightly. Was he laughing at her?

“He does not have the title of Vicar attached
to him,” Lord Brachton reminded her.

“I don’t see why that should make a
difference. I am sure he is just as much as a gentleman as his
brother.”

This time Lord Brachton openly laughed. “Such
innocence warms my heart,” he said after a moment. “But it does
make me realize I must give serious consideration to your uncle’s
request of guardianship.”

Grace couldn’t believe she heard him
correctly. “Because I came here alone and rode in a carriage with
two gentlemen?” She took a step in his direction, anger rising. “I
assure you that in both cases I acted on my father’s behalf. I did
not put myself in a dangerous position, nor did I use poor
judgment. If I thought either of those gentlemen,” she gestured
back toward Vicar and Mr. Trent, “were dangerous, I would have
never allowed myself to be alone with them.” She took more steps in
his direction. “And furthermore, if a parishioner must worry about
being alone with her minister, then perhaps the minister should
give careful consideration as to whether he is worthy to be God’s
servant.”

With each word and each time she came closer,
Lord Brachton took a step back. He should fear her. Never had she
been so angry in her life. “If a lady must fear her reputation each
time she speaks with a gentleman then perhaps gentlemen should
start behaving as such and then no one need worry about anyone’s
reputation.”

Lord Brachton stopped backing up and crossed
his arms over his chest. “Most gentlemen are just that. However,
some are not, yet one cannot tell the difference by looking at
them. And, you still do not have anyone to protect you.”

Grace whirled away from the man. She wasn’t
getting anywhere. Because she was a female, the age of twenty,
everyone would assume she needed someone to take care of her. It
aggravated her to no end. She took a moment to calm herself before
she spoke hastily again and made matters worse. After a second she
turned around, smiled sweetly and lowered her voice. “I can assure
you, Lord Brachton that I am perfectly capable of taking care of
myself and my father. I do not need a guardian, or a husband.”

That brow hitched again. “Yet there are three
offers you have not accepted or declined.”

Actually, she declined all three, but doubted
they would accept her decisions if she voiced it a thousand times,
but how did he know?

“Misters Drake, Richards and Thorn came by
earlier today to appeal to me to grant guardianship to your uncle
so that they would be free to appeal to him to make the best
decision for you.”

Grace balled her hands into fists. How dare
they? If this was the underhanded actions she could expect then she
didn’t want any of them.

“I can assure you, I am perfectly capable of
making my own decisions and I have no intentions of marrying any of
those gentlemen now or ever.”

A lazy smile came to his lips. “You don’t
know how happy I am to learn this.”

Grace stared at him. Why would he say such a
thing? He barely knew her, yet had the power to change her life.
Did he find fault with Richards, Thorn or Draker and knew they
would be a poor match?

“My niece marrying at the moment is not at
issue,” Uncle Henry interrupted. “Whether my brother needs a
guardian and Grace as well, is. I demand you make a decision.”

She turned on her uncle. “I thought you were
going to appeal for a hearing on the matter, not a decision.”

He sputtered for a moment. “As you are here,
there is no need to wait. I’ve told you the condition my brother
remains in that should be enough.”
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Matthew knew he would never hear the end of
this from Jordan. Miss Cooper thought him harmless. If Miss Cooper
had any idea how many times he wished to kiss her, hold her, do
much more, she wouldn’t chance a private encounter again. But, he
had remained the perfect gentleman and would continue to do so. Now
was not the time to break her trust by making unwelcome advances.
Besides, Matthew wasn’t even sure if he wished her to be a more
permanent fixture in his life. Just because he lusted after her did
not mean they were a good match as husband and wife.

However, he would be damned if he stood by
while the likes of Brachton swept her off her feet. He recognized
the appreciative gleam in the man’s brown eyes all too well. He
admired Miss Cooper and wanted her. Or, at least she held his
attention. It was probably a novelty for Brachton who was used to
women using every means at their disposal to win his favor while
Miss Cooper practically yelled at him as if she didn’t even
consider the possibility that if she won his heart and possibly a
proposal all of her problems would be solved.

He would need to keep an eye on the
situation. As novel as Miss Cooper may seem to Brachton at the
moment, he would soon tire of her, as he did so many women, leaving
a broken heart when he moved on. Brachton and Jordan were so much
alike they could be twins. No wonder the two were good friends.

But, how could he keep Miss Cooper from
falling for Brachton, if the man wished to turn his charm on her?
Brachton had a title, wealth, estate and the means to take care of
her father. Matthew had wealth, though nobody knew it, and he was a
vicar with no hopes of ever gaining a title of his own. Not that he
wished that of course, but it was one of those things most ladies
seemed to covet.

Brachton dismissed Lord Stillwaite and looked
to Matt. “Does the father need a keeper?”

“No.”

Miss Cooper’s shoulders relaxed. Had she been
afraid of his answer?

“Of course he does,” Lord Stillwaite
sputtered. “He can’t even talk, or walk, think for himself. He is
an imbecile who has lost his mind.”

Miss Cooper stiffened again and color rose to
her lovely cheeks. Matthew took a step forward, quick to intercede
before she began yelling again. “Clearly you have not spent any
real time communicating with your brother or you would know he
possesses all of his faculties.”

“Bah.” Lord Stillwaite dismissed him with a
hand and turned toward Brachton. “I’ve been with him long enough to
know he should be placed in a safe environment where he can be
properly taken care of.”

“Bedlam is a safe environment?” Miss Cooper
screeched.

“You have proof Mr. Cooper possesses all of
his mental faculties,” Brachton questioned Matt.

“Yes,” Matthew answered. “And if you would
spend but five minutes with him, you would be convinced as
well.”

Brachton brought his hand up and rubbed his
chin as if considering the possibility.

Stillwaite turned from the window. “I’ve
spent more than five minutes in his company and can assure you, my
brother does not have the mental capacity to carry on a
conversation.”

Matthew smiled at Stillwaite and focused his
attention back on Brachton. “I agree. Mr. Cooper cannot talk. But,
he can respond with gestures, facial expression, and when
necessary, write what he wishes to say.”

“Bah,” Stillwaite said again and turned
away.

“Very well.” Brachton straightened and
dropped his hand to his side before turning to Miss Cooper. “If you
could have your father here tomorrow at three, I will decide for
myself.”

“That is not possible.”

Brachton pulled back. “Why is that?”

“He cannot walk the distance and the injury
to the right side of his body makes it impossible for him to climb
in and out of a carriage,” Matthew answered for her.

Brachton nodded. “I will call on you
tomorrow, if that is convenient.”

Miss Cooper sighed and her body finally
relaxed. “I look forward to your visit.”

“This is ridiculous.” Lord Stillwaite railed
at them, turning from the window. “Since when is the word of a
gentleman, brother to the person in question, not enough?”

“Since I am the one making the decisions and
there are differing views,” Brachton retorted calmly.

“You’ll see. It is a waste of your time, but
you will see for yourself.” With that he quit the room, his heavy
footsteps pounding down the hall.

“Well, he is a rather unpleasant fellow,”
Brachton acknowledged to the room with a chuckle.

“Thank you for agreeing to at least meet with
my father.”

Brachton smiled down at Miss Cooper in a way
that tightened Matt’s gut. Was he suffering from jealousy? Yes, he
was, but what was he to do about it? If Brachton wanted Miss
Cooper, how could he change her mind? He wasn’t ready to declare
himself and not sure if he ever would be.

“It is my pleasure, Miss Grace.” His words
were as smooth as silk and Matthew rarely hated anyone, and he was
certain he didn’t hate Brachton, but he certainly didn’t care for
the gentleman at that moment.

“Now that we have dealt with such an
unpleasant matter, would you care to take a turn with me in the
garden?”

Matthew practically held his breath waiting
for her answer. In her vulnerable state, Miss Cooper was likely to
fall for the rake and then where would that leave her? Was
Brachton’s character so low that he would use his position to gain
favor from her with the promise of protecting her father?

No, he shouldn’t think so ill of the man.
Even though he and Jordan had horrible reputations, that didn’t
mean he would take advantage of her situation. And as far as he
knew, neither man spent above a moment with innocent misses for
fear of being leg-shackled. This could only mean Brachton was
developing a real interest in Miss Cooper. He must do everything in
his power to thwart the man.

Miss Cooper smiled kindly up at Brachton.
“Thank you but I must decline. I should return home to my father. I
have been gone too long.”

The man frowned. “He is alone?”

“No,” she was quick to assure him. “His valet
and our housekeeper are both with him.”

Brachton smiled and nodded. “Your uncle
didn’t tell me you had help in the household. He made it sound as
if you were all alone in the house.”

“I am sure my uncle omitted many things,” she
returned before walking to the door. “I will see you tomorrow.”

“Wait, Miss Cooper.” Jordan hurried toward
her. “My carriage is right out front. Might I offer you a
ride?”

“That is very kind, but I’ve already skirted
the boundaries of propriety and don’t want to add any more
potential gossip.”

The stern butler stepped into the room and
sniffed. “Mrs. Montgomery and her daughter, Miss Audrey Montgomery,
have come to call, Lord Brachton.”

Brachton sighed and rolled his eyes. “And how
old is Miss Audrey.”

“Twenty,” Miss Cooper answered. “She is a
dear friend of mine and I am certain her mother probably dragged
her here. Please keep that in mind when meeting her.”

Brachton barked out laughter. “Show them into
the green salon.”

The butler offered a quick nod and exited the
room.

“Please join us for tea, Miss Cooper, and Mr.
Trent and Jordan of course.”

“Thank you, but I really do need to return
home.”

Matthew followed. “I will walk with Miss
Cooper.”

Brachton turned to Jordan and raised an
eyebrow.

Jordan looked between his brother and
Brachton. “You don’t remember meeting Miss Montgomery in London?”
Jordan questioned his friend.

Brachton frowned for a moment, as if in
thought and then his eyebrows rose in alarm. “Do you care to use a
back door?”

Jordan chuckled. “I am sure they are seated
already. I will exit by the front door.”

Unfortunately, mother and daughter were still
in the entry when the group left the library. Mrs. Montgomery
frowned at Miss Cooper before she brightened upon seeing Jordan,
himself and Brachton.

“What a pleasant surprise,” she gushed.

Miss Montgomery looked to Jordan and the
pleasant smile fell from her lips and she moved so as to put him
out of her line of vision. This young woman had just given him the
cut direct yet it didn’t appear as if anyone noticed, except
perhaps Jordan. His brother’s frown deepened and hands balled into
fists at his side.

Instead of bringing attention to the tense
situation, especially after having just been involved in one in
Brachton’s library, Matthew did the honors of introducing the
mother and daughter to Brachton.

The woman narrowed her eyes on Miss Cooper.
“What brings you here?”

Miss Cooper bristled but politely replied. “I
was in discussion with Lord Brachton regarding my uncle’s desire to
become the guardian of my father and myself.”

“Thank goodness,” the woman announced. “I’ve
long believed you need someone to watch over you and your father is
better off in the care of someone else.”

Miss Cooper stiffened.

“Mother,” Miss Montgomery warned in a low
tone. “You know very well Grace and her father get on very well
together.”

Mrs. Montgomery shot her daughter an
irritated look. “What do you know? You are a child yourself.”

Before the two could argue further, Matthew
extended his hand. “Thank you for the audience.”

Brachton nodded to the three of them before
following his guests into the parlor. That was one tea Matthew was
happy to forego.

“I really wish you would allow me to give you
a lift back home, Miss Cooper,” Jordan insisted once they were in
the drive. If Miss Cooper accepted, Matthew was going along. There
was no way in hell he was going to allow Jordan to be alone with
Miss Cooper. It didn’t matter that Jordan hadn’t invited him.

“I thank you for your kind offer, but
apparently my reputation is already in question and I don’t wish to
add to the speculation.”

“Allow me to walk with you,” Matthew found
himself saying.

“That is very kind, but I do not wish to
trouble you either.”

“We shall both walk with you,” Jordan
insisted.

Matthew glared at him above Miss Cooper’s
head. What was his brother about? Did he have designs on her as
well? Would he have to compete with Jordan and Brachton for
her attention, along with Draker, Thorn and Richards? Did he wish
to?

Yes, the voice resounded in his head.

“That won’t be necessary Jordan. I can see
Miss Cooper home?”

“I don’t mind at all.” He gestured to Matt’s
horse tied to a post. “Besides, you brought your horse. You can’t
leave it here.”

“I will take her by the reins and she can
walk behind us.”

Jordan crossed his arms over his chest. “That
would look rather odd now wouldn’t it?”

“And what did you propose to do with your
carriage if you walked with Miss Cooper?” Matthew countered and
crossed his arms as well.

“I am perfectly capable of walking on my own.
I do so every day, but I thank you for your concern.” Miss Cooper
turned on her heel and called over her shoulder. “Good day,
gentlemen.”

Matthew hastened to untie his horse and
Jordan marched over to speak with his driver. A moment later, horse
trailing Matt, and the carriage driving just as slowly behind
Jordan, followed the trio down the drive. It took only a few
moments before they caught up to Miss Cooper.

“It is a lovely day for a walk, don’t you
agree?” Matthew offered.

Miss Cooper smiled up at him. “Yes I do.”

Before they stepped onto the main road,
Draker rode by them on his steed at a breakneck pace that made one
wonder if the hounds of hell were chasing him. As a precaution,
Matthew looked in the direction of town, but there was no one in
pursuit, not that he actually expected to see hounds of hell, but
one did wonder why the man was in such a hurry.

“How very odd,” Miss Cooper noted.

“I agree.” Matthew offered his arm, which she
took and they stepped onto the main road. They turned in the
opposite direction Draker had travelled. Jordan placed himself at
her other side.

“I really should walk more myself,” Jordan
observed.

“We have some lovely trails through the
woods.”

“I prefer lovely company to scenery.”

Was Jordan flirting with Miss Cooper? Of
course he was. Flirting became second nature to his brother and
half the time Matthew wondered if Jordan was even aware he was
doing it.

“I am really not sure I should be speaking
with you, Mr. Trent.”

“No, you shouldn’t,” Matthew agreed. He
wasn’t so sure that was true, but if it kept Jordan away from Miss
Cooper all the better.

“Why is that?” Jordan asked.

“You work for my uncle. How do I know you
aren’t trying to find a reason to have me even further discredited
in his eyes, or find some type of evidence that I am unfit to take
care of my father.”

Jordan stopped and placed a hand over his
heart. “I can assure I would never do such a thing.”

She stuck her nose in the air and continued
walking. “Yet, you do work for him, which is working against
me.”

“I do have a profession. If I refused to work
with certain men because they may be disagreeable, I would have
very few clients.”

This brought a chuckle from Miss Cooper. “I
suppose you are correct.”

Matthew glanced over his shoulder to note his
horse and behind that the carriage. “We look ridiculous.”

“You can always ride ahead, brother,” Jordan
offered.

“I was referring more to your carriage than
my horse,” Matthew clarified.

“What exactly did my uncle hire you to do,”
Miss Cooper interrupted before their bickering became heated. “Was
it to have my father committed?”

Jordan sobered. “No. I had no idea of the
family situation when I arrived. Your uncle wanted me to arrange
for purchase of your father’s property.”

Miss Cooper paused and looked at Jordan.
“Why? He has an estate of his own.”

Jordan shrugged. “He believes your father is
wasting good land that a profit from which could be made.”

She stomped forward and blew out a huff. “My
father doesn’t wish to make it any more than it is.” Miss Cooper
turned abruptly and pointed at him. “And, he will never sell.” With
that, she pivoted and marched ahead. For having shorter legs she
moved rather quickly and Matthew had to lengthen his stride to
catch up to her. Jordan did likewise and they both returned to her
side by the time they rounded the turn in the road the drive to her
home came into view. The house sat atop the hill and could be
viewed from either direction. In the front stood a small, dark
carriage.

Miss Cooper gasped. “What is Dr. Norton doing
here?” Before either man could answer, Miss Cooper took off at a
run. Jordan sprinted after her and Matthew threw his reins to the
driver and followed. He had never had to race after a woman before
and by the time they reached the front of the house he was winded.
Miss Cooper barely paused before she flung the front door open and
rushed inside.

Matthew followed on her heels and was brought
up short. Mrs. Thomas sat on a settee crying and the valet hovered
at the end of the hall.

The man rushed forward and bowed to Miss
Cooper. “I am so sorry. This is my fault. I should have never left
him alone, but he was asleep and I thought a short walk would not
do any harm.”

The man was rambling and Matthew tried to
focus and make sense of his quick words.

“What happened?” Miss Cooper asked with a
hint of panic in her voice. “Why is the doctor here?”

Mrs. Thomas stood. “Your father tried to kill
himself.”
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Grace staggered and the room grew dim. She
fought to remain upright and concentrate on Mrs. Thomas’ words.
Kill himself? Her father tried to kill himself? But why? How?

An arm came around her back and gently
grasped her waist. Thank goodness, she needed the support before
her legs gave way.

“You should take a seat, Miss Cooper,” Vicar
Trent said, his voice low and soothing.

She allowed him to lead her to a chair across
from Mrs. Thomas. As soon as she was seated, Mr. Trent placed a
glass in her hand. She stared down into the dark liquid.

“Drink,” Mr. Trent instructed.

Vicar Trent settled on the arm of the chair,
a hand on her shoulder. “Slow sips.”

Grace, unable to think or do anything but
what was commanded of her brought the crystal to her lips and took
a small drink, closing her eyes. The burn down her throat pushed
the fog away from her brain. But did she want it away? Then she
would have to think about what happened. Her father tried to kill
himself. It didn’t make sense.

She took a few more drinks at the
encouragement of Vicar Trent until the contents were gone. Mr.
Trent took the glass from her and added more.

What was she drinking? She’d never had
spirits before, other than wine at dinner and on special occasions.
Was this a gentleman’s drink, what her father used to enjoy?

“Tell us what happened?” Vicar Trent
encouraged Mrs. Thomas without moving from Grace’s side or taking
his hand from her shoulder. The warmth was comforting and anchored
her in place, though gently. Without it, she would have surely
swooned already and she never fainted.

“Your father was napping like he often does
in the afternoon.”

Grace nodded, concentrating on the
housekeepers words.

“Perkins left to take his usual afternoon
constitutional.”

Grace looked up at Matt. “Father’s valet
takes his exercise when father sleeps.”

He nodded down at her and returned his
attention to Mrs. Thomas. “Then what happened?”

“I had gone down to the cellar for a bottle
of wine for dinner and when I came back up the door was locked.”
Tears formed in her eyes and Mrs. Thomas looked down, away from
them. Grace reached forward to grasp the woman’s hand in comfort,
but dizziness assailed her and Vicar Trent tightened his hold and
pulled her back against the chair. Tears were streaming down Mrs.
Thomas’ face. “Had I known, I would have been more careful. If I
may have been able to stop…” She was sobbing now, almost
incoherent, but she hadn’t explained what her father had done.

Mr. Trent moved across the room and into the
hall. “Perkins, could you please come in here.”

Her father’s valet must have returned to
pacing outside her father’s door. They said he tried to kill
himself, not that he was successful. She needed to hold onto the
thought that he was still alive. This moment was so much like the
one when her father had been gravely injured, waiting for the
doctor, wondering what happened, and Grace shut out the image of
her father’s broken body being carried through the house from her
mind. She mustn’t think of that now.

The valet stepped into the room, his back
stiff, chin high. The only sign that his composure had been shaken
was from the paleness of his skin.

“What can you tell us, Perkins,” Vicar Trent
prompted.

“When I returned from my walk, I found Mr.
Cooper at the bottom of the stairs.”

Grace straightened and the fog cleared from
her mind. She turned in her seat to focus on her father’s trusted
servant. “He collapsed at the bottom of the stairs? How is that a
suicide attempt? Father has fallen before.” Clearly everyone was
overreacting. Soon Dr. Norton would come out and say her father
would be fine and just needed rest.

Perkins did not look at Grace but his eyes
bore into Vicar Trent’s.

“Why do you assume it is a suicide attempt?”
Mr. Trent asked.

“He clearly fell from the top of the stairs
and there was a note.”

Perkins voice was barely audible and Grace
leaned forward. “Did you say note?”

The man would still not look at her. “We
found it in his pocket.”

“Had I any idea, I would have never…,” Mrs.
Thomas began but didn’t finish.

Grace did her best to not focus on the woman.
This was not right. Her father would not try to take his own life.
“May I see it please?”

“I don’t think that is wise, Miss Cooper. It
will only upset you.”

Anger surged for a moment. Why did people,
men in particular, feel the need to protect her? “I will be fine.
Please, give me the note.”

He reached into his breast pocket and
withdrew a folded piece of paper but instead of handing it to
Grace, he handed it to Mr. Trent, who read the contents, his face
devoid of any emotion, he then handed it to Vicar Trent. It was her
father and she was the one who should be reading his supposed last
words, not them.

Vicar Trent scanned the contents, a frown
marred his brow.

“May I have it please?” She should not have
to beg for her father’s letter.

He held it before her and Grace grasped the
parchment, took a deep breath and began to read.

 


My Dearest Grace,

 


It is the best for us both. I can no longer
live in a body that does not function, nor can I continue to tie
you to me and this house while you are so young. You deserve a life
of happiness but you will not do so as long as I live. I don’t wish
to be carted off to Bedlam and if I know my brother he will get his
way. This will further ruin your life.

 


I am sorry to distress you so. I only do
this because I love you so much and wish for you to have a full
life, not one chained to an invalid.

 


Your loving father.

 


She stopped taking in the words once she
reached the end and stared at the document as a whole before
glancing up and looking around the room. “Who wrote this?”

“I beg your pardon?” Perkins questioned and
for a moment Mrs. Thomas quit crying.

“I asked who wrote this.”

“Your father.”

Grace stood, energy surged through her body,
all earlier weakness from the shock of hearing how her father
attempted to kill himself long gone. “My father did not write
this.” She thrust the parchment back at Vicar Trent. “Did he?”

Vicar Trent took the paper, glanced at it one
more time. “Unless his handwriting has greatly improved over the
last week, then no, he did not.”

“And,” she continued, “It is impossible for
him to have flung himself down the stairs.”

Mrs. Thomas straightened and looked over at
Perkins. Did they know something or were they just realizing what
they were led to believe was an impossibility.

“I don’t understand.” Mr. Trent came across
the room and stood before her.

Grace looked up. “My father couldn’t climb
the stairs. Why do you think his chamber is on this level of the
house?” She stood and pointed down the hall. Anger and betrayal
assaulted her being. Who did this? Why would someone try to kill
her father? He was a good man and would never harm a living
soul.

Vicar Trent stood. His hand slid from her
shoulder and down her back until it was anchored at her waist once
again. He must fear she may still collapse and though there was no
chance of her doing so, the warmth and support he offered gave her
great comfort. She closed her eyes and absorbed the strength he
offered.

“You are saying someone actually tried to
kill your father?” Mr. Trent asked.

“Yes,” Grace whispered.

“And I agree.” Vicar Trent voiced in a tone
that brooked no argument.
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Matthew tried to concentrate on everything
occurring, make sense of it all. Foremost in his mind was taking
care of Miss Cooper. For a moment he feared her collapsing. At the
news of her father her body had begun to shake and her skin turned
a deathly white. Though she appeared to be recovered, he did not
want to let go just yet in case of a relapse.

He couldn’t grasp that first Mr. Cooper had
tried to kill himself and was finding equally hard to accept
someone might have tried to murder him. But, the letter was not
written in his hand and Miss Cooper was correct in that the man
could not have climbed the stairs. He learned this yesterday when
he assisted the man to his room. Though on a good day Mr. Cooper
could walk on his own, on a level ground, stairs would be forever
impossible for the man, unless he had a miraculous recovery.

But who would try to kill him?

“May I see the letter again?”

Matthew handed it to Jordan who took it to
the desk and laid it down before taking a seat. He then began
looking in drawers.

“What are you doing?” Matthew reluctantly
pulled away from Miss Cooper and walked toward his brother. He
immediately felt her loss when he was no longer touching her. He
glanced back to make sure she was all right to stand on her own.
The color had returned to her cheeks and she appeared sturdy
enough.

“I am looking for another sample of his
handwriting.”

“Second drawer on the right,” Miss Cooper
instructed, following Matthew to the desk. She grasped the ledger
Jordan had pulled out of the drawer and flipped through pages,
stopping somewhere in the middle of the book. On this page the
handwriting changed from one person to another. She pointed to an
upper line. “This is what my father wrote prior to his injury.” She
skimmed her finger down the page stopping toward the bottom. “This
is my handwriting.”

Jordan pulled the note toward the ledger and
compared the two. “They do look identical.”

Matthew reached into his pocket and withdrew
the two pieces of paper he now carried with him always. The first
was the verse he had written long ago from Matthew 5:45. This he
put back in his pocket. The second was the verse Mr. Cooper had
written for him after their first visit. He laid it beside the
letter. “This is what he wrote last week.” If one didn’t know
better one would never believe the same man who wrote so neatly in
the ledger was the same one who penned the near illegible
verse.

“My father had long given up trying to write
after he lost a good deal of use of his right hand. Only Vicar
Trent prompted him to attempt it again.” She picked up the piece of
paper. “There is not a righteous man on earth who does what is
right and never sin. Ecclesiastes7:20.”

“I can only guess what prompted that
discussion,” Jordan offered dryly.

Now was not the time to discuss the merits of
their own father and Matthew ignored his comment. “As you can see,
Mr. Cooper did not write that note.”

Jordan let the papers lay on the desk and
leaned back. “Which begs the question, who tried to kill Mr.
Cooper?”

“Oh dear,” Mrs. Thomas gasped from her place
on the settee.

“Do you have any thoughts on the matter,
Perkins?” Matthew asked and turned to the doorway, but the valet
was no longer in the room.

Surely Perkins wasn’t responsible. He took a
step in the direction of the door but Miss Cooper was ahead of
him.

“Perkins?” she called. “Where are you? Where
did you go?”

The man had disappeared but the front door
was still closed and they would have heard it open and shut
wouldn’t they. Miss Cooper turned down the hall and hastened to her
father’s room. The door was cracked and she pushed it open. Matthew
stopped behind her and looked in to the room. Her father lay on his
bed, a coverlet pulled up to his chest. His eyes were closed and
his pallor as white as the sheets he rested upon. A bandage was
wrapped around his head and blood seeped through the pristine
material, staining it a bright crimson. Perkins stood at the window
in discussion with Dr. Norton. The men glanced up when Miss Cooper
walked into the room.

“How is my father?”

Her voice shook but she held steady. Once
again Matthew placed a hand at her waist to offer steady support
and be there if she collapsed from the strain and shock of this
situation.

“He remains unconscious.” The doctor began
putting items into a bag.

“When will he wake up?” Miss Cooper
demanded.

The doctor looked up, his face grim. “I am
not sure.”

She went slack for a moment and Matthew
tightened his grip but Miss Cooper quickly recovered, though
Matthew did not relinquish his hold.

“I don’t understand.”

The doctor straightened and came forward. “He
had a nasty fall. I am not sure he doesn’t have broken bones, but
it is his head I am concerned with. He already suffered from
previous injuries; this may be more than he can take.”

“What are you saying?” Miss Cooper leaned
into Matt, as if seeking support or safety, he wasn’t sure.

“I doubt he will ever wake and it is only a
matter of time before he …”

“No,” Miss Cooper shouted, cutting the doctor
off. “I don’t want to hear it. You said that before and he lived.
You could be wrong again.”

The man sadly shook his head and looked over
her to Matt. “Send word if I am needed.” Dr. Norton brushed past
those gathered in the room and down the hall. Miss Cooper pulled
away from Matthew and sank down in a chair beside her father’s bed.
She grasped his hand in hers. “You must wake up, Papa. You
must.”
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Matthew wanted to go to her, take Miss Cooper
in his arms and shield her from her pain, but what comfort he could
offer would not lessen her grief. Jordan grabbed his arm and
motioned for Matthew to follow him in to the hall. He did so, with
one last look at Miss Cooper. She wouldn’t know if they were in the
room or not, and Perkins could come get him if he were needed, and
the only reason he would be needed is if Mr. Cooper passed on. He
hoped that didn’t come to be.

Jordan waited for him in the foyer. “Who do
you think tried to kill Mr. Cooper?” he asked in a hushed tone.

“If I were one to make a wager, I would
suspect your client.” Only Lord Stillwaite had anything to gain by
the demise of his brother. The three suitors only had one-third of
a chance of Miss Cooper choosing them so murder was hardly worth
the risk if one ended up without the prize in the end.

Jordan stiffened. “Stillwaite wanted Cooper
put away, and had a chance of that happening, and at the very least
end up with guardianship and control of the estate. Why result to
murder before a decision was made?”

Matthew didn’t have an answer.

“It would have to be someone strong enough to
get Mr. Cooper up the stairs.”

He walked to the landing and glance up to the
second floor.

“And younger than Stillwaite?” Jordan
added.

Matthew had to agree. The man may be older
and healthier than his younger brother, but he knew from experience
from helping Mr. Cooper that the older man could not have
accomplished this on his own, if he were responsible.”

There were dents in the wall and a few of the
wood bannisters were broken. Blood smeared on the lower part of the
wall the closer to the landing, as well as the lower steps, with a
small pool on the floor after the first step. “Was the damage
caused from the fall or did Mr. Cooper fight while being hauled up
the stairs?”

“Possibly both,” Jordan answered. He and
Matthew slowly walked up the stairs, examining the dents and
splintering caused to Mr. Cooper or his assailant. He placed his
hand on the railing, it moved easily. “I will need to have someone
come in and fix this before anyone is injured or it gives way.

Jordan nodded and went down on his haunches,
looking toward the foyer. Matthew followed his line of vision.
There were sixteen steps on the stairs. It was impossible for Mr.
Cooper to navigate himself, even with the help of the bannister.
Someone brought him up here and then pushed him down. But who?

Matthew stood and slowly walked back down the
steps, once again examining the broken brackets, chips in the wall
and blood on the steps, trying to determine when and how the damage
had been done. When he reached the bottom he looked back up at
Jordan. “I think Mr. Cooper fought with his murderer going up the
stairs, which is how the spindles were broken.”

Jordan nodded in agreement.

“The damage to the walls was from when Mr.
Cooper was pushed.

“I agree.” Jordan sauntered down the steps
and stopped three steps from the bottom.

“That is where his head hit the wall last,
and then hit each step before he came to a stop here.” Matthew
pointed to each area smeared with blood and finally at the pool
drying by his feet.

Mrs. Thomas came around the corner, her
pelisse in place, hat on her head and gripping her reticule.

“Would you be so kind as to clean this before
Miss Cooper sees the blood?”

The woman took a step back, eyes wide with
shock. “I will do no such thing. I am leaving this house.”

Matthew moved forward. “I understand you are
upset but Miss Cooper could be overset when she sees her father’s
blood and her day has already been trying enough.”

Mrs. Thomas continued to back toward the
door. “A murderer came to this house and I am lucky to have
survived it. There is no saying he won’t be back so I am going home
and plan on never returning.”

With that she spun on her heel and
practically ran out the door.

Matthew moved to go after her.

“Let her go. There is nothing you can say
that will make her remain.”

He stopped at the entry and watched Mrs.
Thomas hustle down the road. With a sigh he closed the door. Mrs.
Thomas was right about one thing, the murderer could return. If he
learned that Mr. Cooper did not die, would he come back to finish
the task in fear of being identified and simply to take care of
what he finished? If he did, what would stop him from harming Miss
Cooper as well? They didn’t even know the reason someone tried to
kill Mr. Cooper and until they did, she was not safe.

“I’ll clean this up. You should be with Miss
Cooper.”

Jordan clean? How much did he not know of his
brother? Or, perhaps Jordan was simply used to cleaning up after
his own messes and didn’t mind doing so for someone else. Matthew
stopped himself before asking. He should not assume the worst of
his brother and vowed that when the more pressing issues were
behind them he was going to sit down with his brother and have a
long talk. There were so many questions and Matthew wasn’t exactly
sure if he was prepared for the answers just yet.

“Thank you,” Matthew finally uttered.

“When I am finished I will go see Brachton.
He should know of this.”

Matthew turned to face his brother and thrust
his fingers through his hair. “You are right.” His eyes met
Jordan’s. “Hopefully Mrs. Montgomery and her daughter have taken
their leave before you arrive.”

Jordan winced and looked away, saying
nothing. Why couldn’t his brother meet his eyes? “What happened
between the two of you?”

“Now is not the time to worry about a past
misunderstanding.”

Misunderstanding? Miss Montgomery’s reaction
to Jordan was much more than a mere misunderstanding. Matthew
continued to watch his brother, hoping for more of an explanation.
Finally Jordan looked at him. “Let it go, Matt. At least for
now.”

The pain was evident by the darkening of his
brother’s normally light blue eyes. Yes, there was more to the
situation than a mere misunderstanding but he would not press right
now. Jordan didn’t wish to talk about the events and Miss Cooper
needed him. With that, Matthew turned on his heel and returned to
the bedchamber where he paused in the doorway.

Nothing had changed. Perkins stood at the
ready while Mr. Cooper lay silent and unconscious in his bed and
Miss Cooper held his hand, begging him to wake. It tore at his
heart and Matthew sent a quick prayer asking that Mr. Cooper open
his eyes or if that was not God’s will, that he take the pain and
give Miss Cooper the strength for what was to come.
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The afternoon lengthened into night but Grace
barely noted the room darkening or Perkins lighting lamps. She was
acutely aware of Vicar Trent settled in a chair at the corner of
the room, watching her and watching her father, ready to offer
assistance if needed. Several times he had pressed a cup of tea
into her hand and later a bowl of soup. Where he had come by it she
had no idea, nor the energy to ask. After a few bites it had been
set aside. She had no appetite. Instead, she tried to get broth
past her father’s lips with Perkins holding him upright. But she
couldn’t get him to drink the fluid and the broth simply ran down
his chin and onto his nightshirt. Nor were they able to get him to
drink tea or water. If her father didn’t cooperate, he would
starve, thus ensuring his death. She could not allow that. She
would not allow it. But what was she to do.

A gentle hand rested on her shoulder. She
knew it was Vicar Trent, but didn’t take her eyes from her father’s
face.

“You should rest.”

“I can’t leave him.”

“Perkins will get you if he awakes.”

His awakening wasn’t what scared her. It was
what could happen while she slept. “I would rather stay here.”

Vicar Trent said nothing further and returned
to his seat in the corner.

She waited and waited but her father didn’t
move or flinch. It was almost as if he were gone. But she couldn’t
think like that. He had to awaken. He must!

Perkins had moved from his place by the
window and now sat in a chair as well, his head dropping in
exhaustion. Occasionally he would jerk and looked around. “You
should go to bed, Perkins.”

“I would rather remain with Mr. Cooper in
case he needs me.”

Grace tried to smile at his dedication but
didn’t have the energy to do so and went back to watching her
father. The only sound in the room was the ticking of the clock and
her eyes grew heavier with each click. She tried to keep her eyes
open but it became impossible until she decided to lay her head on
the bed and doze for but a few moments. If her father woke she
would be here.
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“No,” she screamed. Grace bolted up and
looked around. The dawn light filtered into her bedchamber from the
open window. Her heart raced and breathing was rapid as she looked
around her dim room, trying to make sense of the nightmare. She
could only remember snippets but enough to recall the vision of her
father locked away, behind a cell, with screams of those carted
away to Bedlam surrounding her. Sweat trickled down her neck and
she swiped it away.

Her door burst open and Vicar Trent rushed
inside, his hair disheveled, sticking out at various angles and his
coat was missing and cravat askew. “What’s wrong?” Why was he here,
looking as if he had been asleep?

“Father!” How could she have forgotten her
father? Grace shoved the covers away and stood from the bed. She
still wore her dress from the day before. “How did I get here?” Her
last memories were of sitting with her father.

He blinked and shook his head as if to
dislodge the remnants of sleep. “I heard you scream.”

“It was a nightmare. Nothing more.” Grace
shoved her feet into the slippers beside her bed. “How is
father?”

Vicar Trent sighed, his face gaunt. “No
change.”

That was good. She needed him awake but at
least he hadn’t passed. She couldn’t lose her father. She needed
him and he hadn’t deserved everything that had happened to him in
the last few years.

She pushed past Vicar Trent. “I need to
return to him. I have no idea how I ended up in my bed.”

He followed her out the room. “I carried you
up here last night.”

He carried her, to her bed? Even though the
gesture was innocent, heat flooded her face at the impropriety.
“Thank you, but I wish you would have let me stay by my
father.”

“To topple to the floor in your
exhaustion?”

Whatever did he mean?

“I barely caught you before you slid from her
father’s bed. Perkins and I both agreed you needed to rest in your
own bed for your own safety and to avoid any aches and pains from
sleeping in such an odd position last night.”

Grace turned away and continued down the
stairs, but slowed her steps. Two rungs beneath the banister were
broken; there was a deep dent in the wall on the opposite side. A
chill ran up her spine. How much of this damage was caused by her
father when he fell? Dark stains marred the wood on the last three
steps. She knew well enough that it was blood and someone had tried
to clean it away, but the deep, almost blackish red would be
forever stained into grain.

Vicar Trent’s warm hand settled at the small
of her back and he guided her forward. She couldn’t think about the
bloodstains now. When she reached the landing, she continued to her
father’s room. Please let him be sitting up in bed, alert and only
slightly suffering from the effects of his fall. Such was not the
case. He looked exactly as he had the night before. She strained to
see if he were breathing. His chest barely rose with each breath.
“Has he eaten anything?”

Perkins sadly shook his head.

“We have to get something in him.”

“I’ve tried Miss Cooper, but he doesn’t
cooperate.”

She stopped at the side of his bed. Her
father’s skin had taken on an ashen tone and he developed deep
bruising beneath both eyes, as if he had been in a fight. It was to
be expected since that is what had happened. There was a bit of
dried blood beneath his nose. Why hadn’t she noticed last night?
Grace picked up the cloth, dipped it in water and washed the blood
away. As she leaned forward she noticed the same by his ear, and
washed that away as well. She stopped, her eyes focused on the once
white sheet beneath her father’s head. A dark crimson stain had
spread beneath his ear. She quickly leaned over to the other side.
More blood. What did that mean?

It wasn’t much, a few drops and they were
dry, but a man should not bleed from his ears. She assumed the nose
was from his injury and everyone knew noses bleed horribly when
struck, but she had never seen an ear bleed.

Her face and body suddenly grew cold and her
father’s deathly face swam before her. She must have swayed or
stumbled because Vicar Trent was at her side instantly, a warm,
soothing hand on her waist, another on her arm as he assisted her
into the chair she sat in the night before.

“Why are his ears bleeding?”

Nobody answered her and she tore her gaze
away from her father to Vicar Trent and then Perkins. He only
shrugged. “We don’t know Miss Cooper.”

“When did it start?”

“Last night. Perkins was wiping it away when
you weren’t looking,” Vicar Trent answered.

“I hope the doctor gets here soon. I am sure
he has a reasonable explanation.”

“It has stopped,” Perkins assured her and
Vicar Trent’s hand gently squeezing her shoulder. Grace bit her
bottom lip to keep from crying. It would do no good to become
emotional now, even if all she really wanted to do was pull Vicar
Wake close and be held by him so she could cry like a child.
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His heart ached for Miss Cooper. Though
Matthew didn’t have a vast amount of experience when it came to ill
or injured people, he knew well enough that bleeding from the ears
was not a good sign. But he wasn’t sure what it meant exactly, or
how serious. The man looked close to death if his shallow breathing
and grey pallor were any indication, but could one really be
certain? Miss Cooper would be lost if her father died and Matthew
was at a loss as how to comfort her.

He straightened once she was settled into the
chair and stepped back. Her face was pale as well, hair mussed from
rising directly from bed and coming here. He wished he could
comfort her but didn’t know how. He thrust his fingers through his
hair. He was a minister, a vicar in the community, her
vicar, but he had no idea what to do. Shouldn’t a vicar
automatically know the right words to say in a situation like this?
The first crisis in this vocation and he was at a complete loss.
Far from the perfect vicar his father always planned for him to
be.

Disgusted with himself, Matthew turned on his
heel and walked from the room. “I will get you a cup of tea.” If
Miss Cooper responded, he did not hear her. He should not be
thinking of his failings but of how to help her and Mr. Cooper. But
how could he? He wasn’t a doctor. All he had was prayer.

Matthew paused in the center of the dimly lit
kitchen and looked around. The silence in this house was deafening,
as if death waited at the door for admittance. No. He could not
allow Mr. Cooper to die. Grabbing a chair from the table he sank
down into it before leaning forward and placing his head in his
hands. He searched deep into his soul and tried to find the perfect
words to petition to Lord to save Mr. Cooper’s life, but he was at
a loss for words. As his frustration mounted Matthew blew out a
breath and leaned back, looking up to the ceiling. “Please, Lord,
save him.”

It was so simple, so easy, yet Matthew was
disappointed in himself for not being able to pray with more
eloquence. If his father was here he would tan his hide for not
being better. How many years had he spent writing and practicing
the perfect prayer to be delivered at dinner time? How often had
his father criticized those same prayers during dinner? One would
think that after so many years of practice he would know what to
say, but when it really, truly mattered, those words and years of
preparation failed him. When this crisis passed, he would once
again strive for perfection, to be what he must. Otherwise, what
else was there for him to be?

Matthew filled the kettle with water and
placed it on the stove to be heated before rummaging through the
pantry for foodstuff. He had few cooking skills, if any and the
sacks of flour and other ingredients overwhelmed him. He had to get
Mrs. Thomas back here to cook for Miss Cooper. Grace, no he
couldn’t and shouldn’t think of her by her Christian name, it
wasn’t proper and it wasn’t the first time he had slipped into the
familiarity. At least it had been in his own thoughts and not said
out loud.

Miss Cooper wasn’t in a state to cook
for herself and Matthew couldn’t provide anything more than a cup
of tea. They didn’t even have any bread. All of it had been eaten
last night when he warmed the soup from earlier in the day. They
would surely starve at this rate and Miss Cooper needed all the
strength she could get for the days to come.
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Miss Cooper was still sitting where Matthew
had left her when he entered with the tea tray holding four cups.
He knew she would try to get her father to drink, but he wanted to
make sure Miss Cooper also drank a cup herself. Perkins came
forward and took the tray and placed it on a table by the window.
Miss Cooper did not even look up from her father. Perkins prepared
one cup and handed it to Miss Cooper. “It is how your father
prefers his tea.”

She gave a quick nod and accepted the cup. As
she blew on it to cool the liquid, Perkins settled himself on the
bed and lifted Mr. Cooper. Miss Cooper placed the cup against her
father’s lips. “Please, Papa. Drink.”

Mr. Cooper’s eyes opened slightly and he
looked at his daughter. With effort he took a few sips before
letting his head fall back again.

“Again, Papa.” A tear leaked out of the
corner of her eye as she begged and then cajoled her father into
taking more sips of tea until the contents were gone. Matthew stood
at the end of the bed, grasping the post, his fingers aching from
the tight grip with each swallow the man took. This was a good
sign. It had to be. The man would recover and Miss Cooper would not
be left alone. Matthew couldn’t allow himself to think it would be
any other way.

Slowly Perkins lowered Mr. Cooper back
against his pillows and adjusted the blanket and Miss Cooper leaned
back in her chair and sighed before she glanced up at Matthew with
a watery smile.

“He will probably rest for some time now,”
Matthew found himself saying. Even though he had very little
experience with the sick, he did know that after expending any
energy, even just drinking from a cup held to ones lips, left the
patient exhausted and they usually slept for a few hours.

“I am just grateful he woke for a short time
and drank.” A soft smile came to Miss Cooper’s lips. “Papa will be
fine now.”

Matthew wasn’t so certain that was the case,
and he argued with himself of whether he should urge caution and in
the end held his tongue. He would not take this small bit of peace
from her. If her father suffered a setback, he would be there to
help and support her.
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Grace closed her eyes and relaxed. Her father
had awakened and he drank. She had to believe all was well and he
would get better now. It would take time, but he would heal. Thank
you, she whispered in her mind. Thank you, God for taking care of
him.

The clock down the hall chimed and Grace
counted each until it stopped after eight. Already the morning was
well on its way and she had done nothing but sleep and sit by her
father. But what else could she do? He was her first priority.
There were things she should see to but she couldn’t even think
what they would be right now. All she wanted to do was sleep, rest
while her father did, so she was alert when he was.

Someone tapped her shoulder and Grace opened
her eyes. Vicar Trent held a steaming cup of tea before her.
Perhaps she would be able to think clearer once she drank. She
inhaled the aroma and placed the cup to her lip and let the warmth
sooth her.

“What of the animals, Miss Cooper?”

Grace looked to Perkins. What was he talking
about?

Oh, dear. She straightened and placed her cup
on the bedside table. “The cows should have been milked two hours
ago. How could I have forgotten?”

“I could send for someone,” Perkins
offered.

“There isn’t time.” Grace stood and moved
from the room. “Call me if Father wakens.” Without bothering to
stop and put on proper shoes or don a cloak, Grace rushed out of
the back of the house and practically ran toward the barn. Low
mooing could be heard from inside. The cows were probably in pain,
waiting to be relieved of their burden. She flung the door open and
grabbed the first milk pail. “I am so sorry. I will get to each of
you as quickly as I can.”

Grace picked up the stool and placed it
beside the first cow, sank down onto it and put the pail in place.
A moment later squirts of milk were heard hitting the bottom of the
tin bucket.

“Is there anything I could do?”

She glanced up to find Vicar Trent standing
in the door. “Have you ever milked a cow?”

He shrugged. “No. Is it difficult?”

It wasn’t really but did she have time to
show him? Grace glanced down the line of cows. It would be quicker
to teach Vicar Trent than to milk all of the cows herself. “Come
here.” She didn’t mean to sound harsh, but she was in a hurry. She
wanted to be done with this chore so that she could return to her
father.

Grace stood and indicated for Vicar Trent to
take a seat. He rubbed his hands together and reached forward but
stopped. For the first time in longer than she could remember,
Grace felt like smiling, almost giggling. Vicar Trent, the
self-assured, composed gentleman that she had come to admire looked
as helpless as a child.

“Gently wrap your hands around two teats, but
not two that are side by side.”

Vicar Trent seemed to hesitate for a moment
before he reached forward. He grabbed and the cow mooed. Just as
quickly he let go.

“Gently, but firmly.”

“I don’t want to hurt her.”

“She is probably in more pain full of milk
than anything else.”

He took a deep breath, leaned forward and
grasped again. At least the cow didn’t make any objectionable
sounds this time.

“Now, squeeze, starting at the top of the
teat and work your way down, moving the milk out of the udder and
into the pail.”

Vicar Trent did so with one teat and then the
other. Milk splashed into the pail. He looked up over his shoulder
and grinned at her. Grace tried not to laugh. It really was such a
simple chore and she had forgotten the joy she felt when she milked
her first cow. Silly of course, but it added an odd sense of
accomplishment.

“Keep a firm hold so the milk doesn’t flow
back into the udder.”

Vicar Trent returned his attention to the cow
and continued to milk, going a bit faster each time. “How will I
know when it is empty?”

Grace giggled. She wasn’t sure the cow was
ever empty. As soon as the milking was complete didn’t the udder
start filling once again? She simply assumed they did. “The teat
will become small, and almost look empty. When that happens, move
to the other two until they are all the same.”

He gave a quick nod and went back to work.
Grace grabbed a second stool and pail and settled at the side of
the next cow. Soon all that could be heard was milk splashing into
pails as they milked one cow and then the next until all had been
taken care of. When they were finished, Vicar Trent glanced over at
the rows of milk, hands fisted on his hips and a silly grin on his
face.

“I’ll be back in a moment.”
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Matthew couldn’t believe he had just milked
cows. It was simple, easy, yet necessary. For the first time in a
very long time he felt as if he had done something good, helpful,
that made a difference. Why didn’t his vocation give him this same
sense of accomplishment? As a vicar he should feel it more often,
yet it was a row of cows that gave him a purpose.

Perhaps it was because he could see the work
he had done. As a vicar, you never knew if you reached someone or
not. Did they walk away from his sermons as empty as they had
arrived? Did he utter some profound words that stayed with a
parishioner for a week, until the next sermon? Did he ever inspire
anyone to be better for the Lord?

Matthew turned and thrust his fingers through
his hair. That was just it. He would never know. Each Sunday would
end with him wondering if he had touched or moved anyone that day.
And, should it matter. He wasn’t a vicar for praise or recognition.
He was to save souls, as simple as that.

He looked at the pails of milk neatly lined
up waiting for delivery. Yet, it felt so good to actually see what
one had accomplished.

The minutes ticked by yet Miss Cooper had not
returned. Where could she have gone? He stepped outside and looked
around. She wasn’t anywhere to be found. Perhaps she was checking
on her father. Matthew made his way toward the house. Had something
happened while she was out here and that was why she hadn’t
returned? She wouldn’t just leave the milk sit there would she.

There was silence when he entered the house
and Matthew slowly walked to her father’s bedchamber. He was asleep
in his bed and there was a bit more color in his cheeks. Without
realizing he had been holding his breath, Matthew let out a sigh of
relief. Perkins glanced up at him from a chair in the corner where
he sat.

“Have you seen Miss Cooper?” Matthew
asked.

“No. She hasn’t been in since she practically
ran out of here.”

“How is Mr. Cooper?”

“Resting.”

Matthew nodded his head and left the room. He
could tell Mr. Cooper was resting but since Perkins offered nothing
further Matthew assumed nothing had happened in his absence. But,
where was Miss Cooper?

He wandered around the lower portion of the
house but she was not here. At the foot of the stairs he glanced
up. Had she gone to her room to change? The young woman had bolted
out of bed, after sleeping in her clothing, without bothering to
change her dress or repair her hair. Not that Matthew minded. He
rather liked her disheveled look. It was more honest in appearance
than those ladies who spent hours at their toilette to achieve the
proper look. And, if she was up there, he certainly could not go up
and check on her. That would be highly improper. It was bad enough
that he had carried her upstairs last night and tucked her into
bed. But nobody would ever learn of that or she would be
ruined.

Instead, Matthew simply decided to wait and
returned to Mr. Cooper’s chamber where he poured himself a cup of
tea. Surely he would hear her on the stairs when she came down. He
took the seat beside the window and sipped on the lukewarm liquid.
A moment later he spied Miss Cooper hurrying toward the barn.
Behind her a young boy drove a wagon. “Of course.”

“Pardon?”

Matthew glanced to Perkins and shook his head
in dismissal. He placed the near empty cup on the table and left
before making his way toward the barn. He arrived just in time to
help Miss Cooper place the last of the pails into the wagon. She
disappeared into the barn again and returned a moment later wearing
long work gloves and carrying two large baskets.

Matthew glanced down at them and then back to
her.

“Eggs,” she answered and marched off toward
the coops.

The young boy stood watching; holding the
horses and Matthew followed Miss Cooper. Squawking could be heard
from within as he approached and entered the small structure.
Feathers flew, wings fluttered and Miss Cooper spoke low.

“I need these and you can lay more
tomorrow.”

Hens pecked at her but the gloves protected
her tender skin. Miss Cooper moved from one chicken to the next,
reaching underneath and taking eggs and putting them in the basket.
She had not even gathered half of them but it certainly looked
easier that milking a cow. Starting at the opposite end, Matthew
began gathering eggs to help her. The first nest was empty and he
took two eggs before taking one of the baskets from Grace and
putting them inside. The next nest proved to be more difficult. The
chicken was not about to give up her eggs without a fight. Matthew
jerked his arm back as the sharp edge of her beak tore into the
skin on his forearm. He hastily rolled down his sleeves wishing he
also had his jacket. Sometime in the middle of the night he had
removed it, leaving it in Mr. Cooper’s bedroom. It never occurred
to him to even put it on this morning. His cravat and waistcoat
were long gone as well. He probably looked as disheveled as Miss
Cooper.

He attempted to gather eggs from three more
hens and was rewarded with more bites and tears in his once white
shirt that was quickly becoming stained with his blood. At the risk
of losing a finger, he gathered from the nests currently vacated by
their owners and Miss Cooper efficiently collected eggs from
beneath protective chickens. He stood at the door watching those
vicious animals while holding a full basket as she filled another.
They looked innocent enough but after today, Matthew would take joy
each time he ate a hen or chicken for dinner. He wasn’t even sure
if they were hens or chickens. There was a difference but he wasn’t
really sure what it was and at the moment, he didn’t care. He
wanted to leave the smelly coup and dream about the next drumstick
or thigh he dined on.

Miss Cooper paused before him, her basket
full of eggs, as was his, and together they exited into the fresh
sunlight morning where they placed the baskets in the back of the
wagon.

“I’ll see that everything is delivered and
return the pails and baskets to you,” the young man assured Miss.
Cooper.

“Thank you, Clive.” She smiled sweetly at
him. “Will you be able to help tomorrow as well? I am not sure how
long my father will be in recovering from his fall.”

“Of course, Miss Cooper.” He nodded, a
crimson stain coming to his cheeks before he hopped up into the
seat of the wagon and drove off. The boy was smitten, and who could
blame him.

Miss Cooper turned and walked into the barn
once again and removed her gloves. “We will have to take care of
your arms.” She gestured to his many bite marks. “I should have
warned you.”

“I will be sure to be better protected next
time. On that you have my promise.”

Miss Cooper bit her lip as if trying not to
laugh. Matthew didn’t care if she laughed at him or not. It was
good to see her smile again. He knew there would be very few of
them in the days to come. But she was correct in one matter, he
needed to wash his arms, and find a clean shirt to put on. Though
he hated to leave her for but a few moments with her father’s
condition unclear, he couldn’t remain dressed as he was. But he
wasn’t going to leave until he had checked on Mr. Cooper one last
time and Matthew followed Miss Grace from the barn and toward the
house. They had just rounded the stable and were in the drive when
a voice stopped them.

“I cannot believe what I am seeing.”

Matthew and Miss Cooper turned toward the
older female voice. It was Mrs. Montgomery. She was walking along
the drive, coming from the front of the house.

“I cannot tell you how disappointed I am at
such a sight.”

What was she talking about?

“To think our vicar and you, Miss
Cooper.”

Miss Cooper took a step forward. “I don’t
know what you mean.”

The woman drew up and thrust her chin in the
air. “I am not blind. Look at the two of you, coming from the barn
of all places, looking like that.”

Miss Cooper glanced down at herself and then
over at Matt, her face taking on a pink hue. They had literally
risen from their sleep earlier and had done nothing to repair their
appearance. Matthew took a step forward. “It is not what you think
and your assumptions are wrong.”

“Are they?” She demanded with a sniff.

“Yes,” Matthew bit out. “I was simply helping
Miss Cooper milk the cows and gather the eggs this morning. She had
a long difficult night following her father’s fall.”

Her eyebrow arched. “You were here all
night?”

As much as Matthew would love to lie to the
woman he wouldn’t. He couldn’t. He was a vicar and vicars did not
lie, even to protect the reputation of a young woman. “Yes. I was
here to offer support while we waited to see if Mr. Cooper would
survive the night.”

“Nobody else was here?” A calculating gleam
came to the woman’s eyes that did not bode well for Miss
Cooper.

“Perkins, my father’s valet did not leave his
side,” Miss Cooper answered.

“No females to act as guardian?” Mrs.
Montgomery asked in a low, menacing voice.

“No,” Miss Cooper answered. “Nor were any
necessary.”

“I beg to differ.”

“We were taking care of my father.”

Matthew straightened and looked at Miss
Cooper. Did she raise her voice to Mrs. Montgomery?

“Your father is, or was unconscious, Grace,
so he hardly qualifies as a proper chaperone.”

Miss Cooper straightened and crossed her arms
over her chest. The situation was quickly swirling out of control
and Matthew knew he needed to say something quickly to defuse the
situation. “I can assure you, Mrs. Montgomery that I was here
purely in a supportive capacity as her vicar and minister.”

The haughty woman raised an eyebrow and
looked him over from the top of his head to the filth on his boots
and back up until her eyes met his. “Clearly.”

“I don’t wish to be rude,” Miss Cooper
interrupted. “But why are you here, Mrs. Montgomery. I would like
to return to my father if you don’t mind.”

“I had heard someone tried to kill your
father and came to offer my support.” She stiffened again. “I can
see I am not needed.” With that she pivoted on her heel and marched
back toward her carriage, nose in the air.

“Oh dear, she is the town’s worst
gossip.”

“Don’t worry,” Matthew was quick to assure
Miss Cooper. “I doubt anyone will pay attention to her words or
anything she has to say for that matter.” And, he truly prayed that
was the case.
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Grace paused inside the entrance to the house
and glanced into the mirror. Goodness, she was a fright. Why hadn’t
she bothered to look into a mirror before now? One would think she
just rolled out of bed. Even her dress was wrinkled beyond repair.
No wonder Mrs. Montgomery was so rude.

She turned away from the mirror. It didn’t
matter. Grace’s appearance could have been pristine and that woman
would still have found cause to complain. Mrs. Montgomery had never
liked her and never would, though Grace could not for the life of
her understand. She had never caused the woman harm before, or said
an ill word against her. And Audrey, her best friend, was the
woman’s daughter. Grace couldn’t credit it and decided it wasn’t
worth the effort to worry and understand. She didn’t have the
energy to do so right now anyway. Instead, she would check on her
father and if he were still sleeping, she would retire to her room
and put herself to rights before anyone bothered to visit
again.

Vicar Trent closed the door as Grace began to
walk down the hall. “I wouldn’t let her upset you.”

Grace stopped and turned to look at him. “I
won’t. Besides, you are a vicar. How could anyone think poorly of
you? Me perhaps, but never you.” Though she had to admit, he looked
as bedraggled as she did. If she had come upon two individuals
leaving the barn looking such as they did, she may have very well
jumped to a similar conclusion, as ridiculous as it seemed. The
idea of Vicar Trent wishing to do whatever people did in privacy
with her was absurd.

His shirt was torn from the hens and the once
white linen was blood streaked. “Oh dear, your arms. Come with me
to the kitchen.”

He held up his hands. “There is no need. I am
sure I will heal in no time.” He nodded toward the back of the
house. “Go check on your father.”

She gave another glance at his arms. They
could wait, but she would tend him. It was the least she could do
after he had come to her aid so many times these past few days.

When she entered the room, her father slept
soundly, his chest rising and falling with even breaths. Perkins
dozed in the corner, chin against his chest. As quietly as
possible, Grace picked up the tea service and carried it from the
room. She would need to see about some form of sustenance before
the day was out and before they all starved.

Vicar Trent was still standing in the entry
when she came back down the hall. “How is your father?”

“Resting peacefully.” Grace could feel the
smile on her lips. Though she shouldn’t smile, given her father’s
grave condition, there were signs that he was on the mend and for
that she was relieved.

Vicar Trent followed her into the kitchen and
she placed a new pot of water on to heat.

“Please sit, and let me look at your
arms.”

He did so, and rolled up the sleeves of his
shirt. His arms were marred with cuts and scrapes though most of
them had stopped bleeding. But it did appear the hens got the
better of him. There was brisk knock at the door and Grace
straightened and Vicar Trent turned in his seat. She placed a hand
on his shoulder. “I will be right back.”

It wasn’t far to the front door but Grace
prayed it wasn’t another nosey, judgmental neighbor. Had anyone
else been with her besides the Vicar, her reputation would be in
shreds already. No doubt Mrs. Montgomery wasted no time in going
into town and spreading her filthy innuendos to the first person
who would listen. But, at least those in town knew her and wouldn’t
believe what the woman said since she was with Vicar Trent.

Grace took a deep breath and flung the door
open. A sigh escaped when she realized it was his brother, Mr.
Trent.

“Good morning, Miss Cooper.” He bowed
slightly. “How is your father?”

She stepped back so he could enter. “He has
awakened but only long enough to take some tea.”

“That is a good sign, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is.”

Mr. Trent glanced beyond her and started to
chuckle. “What, pray tell, happened to you?”

Grace turned to find Vicar Trent standing in
the door leading to the dining room. His shirtsleeves rolled up
revealing the bloody scratches on his arms.

“Chickens.”

“Hens,” she corrected.

“Do I want to know why or how?” Mr. Trent
continued to chuckle and placed his hat on the table just inside
the door.

“Vicar Trent was kind enough to help me milk
the cows this morning and gather eggs. The hens didn’t particularly
care for him.”

“Cows? Hens?” Soon Mr. Trent would be
laughing too hard to remain upright and Vicar Trent’s complexion
had taken on a lovely rosy hue. What would it be like to have a
sibling? For years it had been just she and her father. A younger,
or older, brother or sister would have been nice. Then she wouldn’t
feel so all alone, especially after her father’s accident.

She moved forward and gently grasped Vicar
Trent’s upper arm. “Back to the kitchen.”

He turned easily enough and didn’t pull his
arm from her grasp. She could hear Mr. Trent’s boots click across
the wood floor as he followed them through the dining room into the
kitchen. The tea kettle was whistling when she entered and she
moved to take it from the stove and placed three cups on the
table.

“Do you take anything in your tea, Mr.
Trent?”

He dismissed her with a wave of his hand. “I
can pour my own. You should see to my brother.” There was a hint of
mischief in his eyes and he bit his lip as if to hide a grin.

Grace placed sugar and milk on the table
before rummaging through another cupboard that held bandages and
salves. These she placed on the table before wetting a cloth and
cleaning Vicar Trent’s arms.

The two men talked as she worked.

“What did Brachton say?” Vicar Trent asked
after Mr. Trent placed a cup of tea within reach.

“He will not even give consideration to a
hearing or guardianship until after Mr. Cooper recovers enough to
tell us what happened, or new evidence is found that can tell us
who tried to kill him.”

Grace felt as if a burden had been lifted
from her shoulders. Even though she hadn’t given any thought to the
upcoming hearing, it apparently had been in the back of her mind,
sitting like a rock of worry because as soon as Mr. Trent said
there would be no hearing yet it felt as if a heavy weight had been
lifted.

“My father isn’t well enough to tell us
anything yet,” Grace offered as she smeared a foul smelling salve
across the cuts. “Even then he will have to write what he
knows.”

Mr. Trent leaned forward and placed his cup
on the table. “Do you know of anyone who could have done this?”

She paused in her task and looked at him. “I
won’t want to believe his brother would, but who else has anything
to gain by my father’s death?”

“Had anyone else been around the area that
day, before you came to Brachton’s?” Vicar Trent asked.

Grace picked up the roll of bandage and began
to wound it around his arm, going over the day’s events in her
mind. “When I left town I passed Mr. Thorn in the woods. I then cut
through the yard.” She tied off the end and picked up another roll
and began bandaging Vicar Trent’s second arm. “On the road I passed
Mr. Richards. He wanted to discuss our potential betrothal.”

“Anyone else?” Vicar Trent prompted.

“No. Uncle left Brachton’s before us and we
all saw Mr. Draker.”

“Who did appear to be in a hurry,” Mr. Trent
offered.

“But I can’t imagine any of them having
anything to gain.” She sank down into a chair and picked up a cup
of tea.

“Perhaps when we are more rested something
will come to us.” Vicar Trent stood and began to roll down his
sleeves.

“You do look like you didn’t get much sleep,
brother.” Mr. Trent blew into his tea but Grace could see the grin
on his lips. Certainly he didn’t think something improper happened,
did he. His brother was a vicar for heaven’s sake.

“It was a long night. Mr. Cooper didn’t wake
until this morning.”

The grin disappeared from Mr. Trent’s face
and he became serious.

“I need to return home to clean up.” Vicar
Trent looked to his brother. “Could you please stay with Miss
Cooper and her father until I return?”

Mr. Trent stood. “Of course. I’ll see that
they are protected.”

“Thank you.” He nodded and turned to Grace.
“I will return shortly. If anything should happen in the meantime,
send Perkins with a message. I would rather my brother remained to
watch out for your welfare.”

It was sweet of him to be concerned but Grace
knew she would be safe. “I will.”

With a nod Vicar Trent turned and left the
room. She could hear his footsteps as he walked toward the front
door and outside.

“How are you holding up, Miss Cooper.”

She offered Mr. Trent a slight smile.
“Better, now that Father drank tea. But, I will not fully be
relieved until he is awake and communicating.”

Mr. Trent helped her gather the salves and
bandages and took them from her and placed them in the cabinet just
as the front door flung open with enough force to bang against the
wall. Mr. Trent reached inside his coat and pulled out a gun.
Grace’s heart raced.

“Grace, where are you?” Audrey’s voice
called.

“I am in the kitchen.” She moved toward the
front of the house as Mr. Trent put the gun back into his pocket
and followed her. “And, please, keep your voice down.”

Audrey met her in the dining room. “Oh, you
do look horrible. I didn’t want to believe mother, but she was so
convincing.”

“Believe her about what?”

Audrey stiffened and narrowed her eyes,
looking past Grace’s shoulder. With a none-too-gentle shove, she
moved Grace to the side and marched up to Mr. Trent and lifted her
arm, hand straight and poised as if to smack him across the
face.

“Audrey, what are you doing?” Grace cried out
as Mr. Trent grabbed her wrist with the swiftness of a cobra strike
to keep her friend from hitting him.

“Haven’t you already done enough damage?” She
yelled at Mr. Trent, ignoring Grace.

“I have no idea what you mean,” Mr. Trent
drawled, not relinquishing hold of her wrist.

“You know very well what I am referring to,”
Audrey practically spit. “You’ve caused the ruin of one young lady
and I will not stand by while you ruin my dearest friend.”

Grace stepped forward, ready to intervene.
She had no idea what her friend was talking about. “Audrey, what
has gotten into you?”

Audrey looked over her shoulder at Grace
before jerking her arm out of Mr. Trent’s grasp. “Nothing.”

“Nothing?” Grace took a step back. “There is
certainly something.”

Audrey tucked a stray curl behind her ear
then straightened her gown. “I was afraid this would happen when
he came to town.”

“He? Mr. Trent?”

“Yes, Mother said he was here all night and
it is no secret what a lothario he is.”

“Lothario?” Grace looked past her friend to
Mr. Trent who simply shrugged his shoulders. “Mr. Trent was not
here last night. In fact he arrived barely an hour ago.”

Audrey tilted her head. “But Mother said that
Trent had been here all night and the two of you looked as if you
had been …” Her face bloomed a deep red and Audrey bit her
bottom lip.

“It wasn’t me,” Mr. Trent answered.

“It was Vicar Trent,” Grace confirmed
“Despite how it may have appeared, I can assure you that I’ve done
nothing to be ashamed of. We are speaking of Vicar Trent, after
all. He would never consider the matters that your mother seems to
be accusing him of, especially where I am concerned.”

Both Audrey and Mr. Trent looked at her as if
she had lost her mind. Was everyone at the brink of madness around
here?

“I apologize,” Audrey offered.

“You should also apologize to Mr. Trent.” She
had almost slapped the man for no good reason.

Audrey straightened and narrowed her eyes.
She didn’t appear as if she was going to make the offer.

“He has done nothing wrong,” Grace
insisted.

“Perhaps not to you or here,” Audrey mumbled
and turned. “I apologize for reacting in such a hasty manner, and
without the facts.”

Mr. Trent rolled back on his heels and
crossed his arms over his chest. “You do seem to make fast
judgments, without knowing the complete truth.”

“I know enough.” Audrey pivoted, putting her
back to Mr. Trent once again. She studied Grace from head to foot.
“You do really look a fright.”

Grace brought her hand up and tried to smooth
her hair. “I should go change and repair my appearance.”

“I’ll put together something for you to eat
in the meantime,” Audrey grinned at her.

“We have nothing to cook with.” Actually,
that wasn’t the truth. The pantry should be full. She just didn’t
know what to do with all the ingredients.

Audrey reached down and picked up a basket.
“Our Cook sent this along. She knows as well as I that you can
barely make tea.”

Heat stole into Grace’s cheeks. “How would
she know we needed food?”

“As soon as Mrs. Thomas announced she would
not return and that someone had tried to kill your father, we knew
a basket should be prepared before the two of you starved. Mother
was supposed to have given it to you earlier.”

A chuckle rose from within in. “Thank
you.”

“Now go.” Audrey began shooing her toward the
stairs. “When you come back down there will be a meal.” She paused
and tilted her head. “I am assuming you have not eaten yet
today.”

“Does a cup of tea qualify?”

“No,” Mr. Trent answered.

“You should go into the parlor and wait for
your brother.” Audrey tilted her chin, nose in the air and marched
past Mr. Trent.

Grace turned to drag herself up the stairs,
exhaustion seeping into her bones. .
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Matthew stood in his office, staring down at
this desk and half completed sermon. It needed to be finished and
memorized by Sunday but how could he do that if he was with Miss
Cooper. He should stay home, write more and then go visit to see
how she fared. But, he couldn’t do that either. Someone had tried
to murder Mr. Cooper and he should not leave her alone. What if the
assailant came back to make sure Mr. Cooper died and decided to
harm Miss Cooper as well? It didn’t matter that Jordan was there,
Matthew knew he should be with her. Besides, if Miss Cooper needed
comfort from the strain of her father’s injuries, he wanted to be
the one to hold her and not Jordan.

The thought of Grace in Jordan’s arms, her
head on his shoulder while his hands pressed against her back urged
Matthew to hurry. He gathered up the sermon, more foolscap, quills,
bottle of ink, Bible and a few referenced books that he shoved into
a satchel. He could just as easily work on his sermon at the Cooper
household as he could in the vicarage and then he would be there in
the event Grace needed him and Jordan would be free to do what he
wished, away from the Cooper home.

Instead of going directly to the Cooper
household however, Matthew stopped off in town to visit a few shops
where he purchased bread, biscuits and other foods that would serve
the family until a cook could be found. After the way Mrs. Thomas
left yesterday he was certain she would not wish to return, no
matter how much he offered and Matthew knew Grace was not in a
position to pay further wages. When the crisis had passed, he would
see about finding a new cook for Grace, if she did not hire
someone.

It didn’t take long for Jordan to answer the
door after Matt’s brisk knock. He entered and carried the basket
into the kitchen where he placed it on the table. There was already
food warming on the stove.

“Good afternoon, Vicar Trent?” He turned to
find Miss Montgomery enter the kitchen. “I can see you brought food
as well.”

He didn’t bother to respond to the obvious.
“It was kind of you to assist the family.”

“Grace is my dearest friend.” Miss Montgomery
moved about the table putting items away. “I think I should warn
you.”

Matthew stopped putting bread in the pantry
and looked at Miss Montgomery.

“My mother has spread a few rumors.”

Matthew clenched his jaw and fought the urge
not to yell. It wasn’t Miss Montgomery who was set on causing
problems but her mother.

“She never specified which Trent, however,
and I assumed it was your brother who had stayed the night
here.”

“Why would you assume it was he?”

Her face colored slightly. “After Mother’s
description and knowing your brother’s reputation, I assumed.”

“You assumed incorrectly.” He didn’t mean to
sound harsh but if the citizens in this community began thinking
Jordan had been here, Grace would be ruined and the only thing to
salvage her reputation would be for her and Jordan to marry. He
would be turning cold in his grave before he allowed that to
happen.

Miss Montgomery gazed at the floor. “I
apologized.” Her voice was barely a whisper.

“I am sorry. I am sure you have.”

She looked back up at him. “I think I should
also leave, now that you are here to watch over Grace, and go into
town so those who heard mother’s gossip, and believe the worst,
know the truth.”

“Thank you.” At least Miss Montgomery was
more reasonable than her mother and hopefully the parishioners
thought so as well.

“I am sure hardly any damage could be caused
since it was you who was here instead.”

“Her father was on the brink of death and I
was only offering my support in the event…”

Miss Montgomery began to laugh, which further
insulted him.

“I can assure you, Vicar Trent, those in the
community will understand. However, there are a handful that are as
narrow-minded as my mother and it won’t matter a whit what your
vocation happens to be.”

“I am sorry to hear that.”

“Unfortunately it is true, so I must run
along before mother causes much more trouble.”
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“Come with me.” Matthew startled at the sound
of his brother’s voice and followed him out the kitchen door and
around the corner of the house. They stopped just short of the
windows to the parlor and Jordan pointed inside.

“Miss Cooper hasn’t been down yet.”

Matthew leaned forward to gaze inside.
Misters Draker, Thorn and Richards stood by the open doors leading
to the terrace.

“I didn’t want to spend any more time than
necessary with them and thought to save you the same fate.”

“All three men are parishioners, Jordan. I
really shouldn’t avoid them,” Matthew gave a half-hearted
argument.

Jordan studied him for a moment. “Will you
answer a question, honestly for me?”

Matthew had a sinking suspicion he was not
going to like what Jordan asked. “I will.”

“Are you remaining a Vicar because it is
expected of you, what father said you had to be, or because it is
what you really wish to do?”

Matthew opened his mouth but he didn’t have
an answer on the tip of his tongue.

“We should do what we want, not what has been
dictated to us,” Jordan continued. “You certainly can afford to do
as you wish. It isn’t as if you need the income.”

Jordan spoke the truth but what else would he
become?

“Only Clay doesn’t have a choice, being the
heir. But, he married on his own terms and has chosen to live life
as he wished and not how father would have dictated. Had he, he
would be in a miserable marriage raising children as miserable as
we were.”

“Were we all that unhappy?”

Jordan simply studied him. “Not as much as
you and Clay. At least I was let free of my studies, but there is
little fun when you are stuck on an estate with an overbearing
father and only one brother instead of three to play with.”

“You were able to play.”

Jordan’s smile was sad. “More so than
you.”

Matthew recalled the days of staring out the
library window, Bible open on his lap, watching Jordan and John run
about the lawn and climbing trees. He had longed to be with them
more than anything, but it wasn’t allowed any more than it was for
Clay, who worked endless hours with his tutor in another corner of
the library until he was sent off to school. There were several
times Matthew had suffered the pangs of jealousy, at having been
born third and not given a choice, instead of second where he was
free.

He shook the maudlin thoughts from his mind.
“It doesn’t matter. It is in the past.”

“And we are free of his tyranny.”

Matthew chuckled. “Tyranny? I don’t think I
would go that far.”

Jordan arched an eyebrow. “Are you so sure?
He ruled with an iron fist and a willow switch at the ready. We
didn’t dare question his authority.”

“We no longer need worry about beatings, and
haven’t for some time,” Matthew reminded him.

“No, we are free.”

“And you are well on your way to becoming the
barrister you wished to be.”

Jordan grinned. “Do you think I will be a
good barrister?”

“If the judges were women you wouldn’t lose a
case.”

His brother laughed but most of his humor
died. “It is what I want to do, and I think I would make a damned
good barrister.”

Matthew clamped him on his shoulder. “As do
I.”

“Which brings me back to my original
question. Are you doing what you wish?”

Matthew turned away to study the three men
through the window. “I don’t know. I’ve always knew this is what I
must do and would never let myself think of anything else, and
certainly not contemplate a different vocation.”

“Now you can.”

He thought for a moment. He could write the
bishop and resign his post easily enough but then what would he do.
He had no skills.

“If it is truly your calling to be a
minister, I will say no more,” Jordan said quietly.

Matthew looked over his shoulder and met
Jordan’s eyes. “That is just it. I am not sure.”
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Why were those three here, again? Grace took
a deep breath and stepped into the room. They rushed toward her
with greetings.

“Good afternoon, gentlemen. To what do I owe
this visit?”

“Clearly it is obvious, Miss Cooper,” Mr.
Draker announced.

She hitched an eyebrow.

“Your father,” Mr. Richards explained.

“Is not up to visitors.”

“We know,” Mr. Thorn answered. “But this
attack and his condition has left you in further need of a
husband.”

Grace took a deep breath and tried to calm
the irritation that built the moment she was in the presence of
these gentlemen.

“It is because of my father’s current
condition that I do not have time to meet with any of you or
consider the future.” She turned on her heel and marched toward the
door. “Good day.”

“Wait, Miss Cooper,” Mr. Richards called
out.

She stopped and turned. “I really do not have
time for this at the moment. I don’t even know if my father will
live through the day. So please, leave.”

There was another brisk knock at the front
door and Grace stifled a sigh. Why all these visitors, today of all
days. With a deep breath she opened the door to find her uncle
standing on the threshold. He was the last person she wished to
speak with. He stepped inside without waiting for an invitation.
Grace didn’t even bother to offer a greeting.

“I want to see my brother.” He towered over
her, probably trying to intimidate her into doing his bidding, but
it wouldn’t work.

“He is not up to visitors at the moment.
Perhaps if you came back tomorrow.”

“I will not be put off,” he yelled and leaned
toward her. “I had to learn of the attempt on his life from someone
else. You didn’t even bother to send word.”

Grace straightened her spine and looked him
in the eye, determined not to cower as he probably hoped she would.
“I did not feel it was necessary to send word.”

“Not necessary!” he bellowed. “He is my
brother.”

“Who you haven’t bothered to see in two
years,” Grace countered.

“Lord Stillwaite, we are so glad you have
arrived.”

Grace turned to find the three lords standing
behind her in the foyer.

Her uncle looked at them and then back at
her. “Tsk, tsk, Grace. Were you entertaining three gentlemen
without the benefit of a chaperone? Something really should be done
before you are ruined beyond all repair.”

“They called on me and I was just asking them
to leave.”

“As we are all here, perhaps now is a good
time to discuss Miss Coopers’ betrothal,” Mr. Thorn stepped
forward.

A headache began at the base of her skull and
Grace used every bit of control she had in her possession not to
yell. “As Stillwaite is not my guardian there is no need for
further discussion of my future.”

“But your father …,” Mr. Richards began
to argue.

“My father will make decisions once he is
better recovered or until Lord Brachton takes the ability from
him.” She couldn’t stand to be around the four of them any longer.
“Good day gentlemen.” As she couldn’t force each from the house,
she turned on her heel and marched to her father’s bedchamber and
closed the door. With any luck they would all be gone soon.

She settled into her chair beside his bed and
picked up this cold hand. “Oh, Papa, please recover soon, before
uncle has me married off to one of those three.”

 


[image: tmp_0ba0ccc4f7de710e547733076fc20502_3W5Uu0_html_68e4ba74.jpg]

 


Matthew and Jordan moved further toward the
door leading to the parlor when the three men left the room. Sounds
from the foyer drew them closer and they listened silently to the
exchange.

“My niece has been left too long on her own,”
Lord Stillwaite announced as soon as the door to Mr. Cooper’s
bedchamber clicked shut.

“What did Brachton say,” Mr. Thorn asked.

“Bah, that man won’t make a decision until he
knows what or who caused my brother’s fall.” Stillwaite stepped to
the threshold of the room and both Matthew and Jordan ducked out of
sight. Each pressed against the outside wall on either side of the
doors. There was barely enough room to hide between the windows and
on either side of the entry.

“They say someone tried to kill him,” Mr.
Richards announced.

For a moment there was silence in the room
and Matthew wondered if a confession would spill from someone’s
lips. Instead, he heard glass clinking against glass as one or more
gentleman made themselves comfortable in Cooper’s home. Most likely
it was Stillwaite, who believed all of this should be his.

“Well, gentlemen, it is only a matter of time
before I have control of my brother and niece, and intend to make
changes.”

“What kind of changes?” Mr. Richards asked
with hesitation.

“First,” Stillwaite began. “This land could
be much more profitable.”

“But the land still belongs to Miss Cooper,”
Mr. Thorn reminded him. “You would only act as the guardian. Once
her father dies she inherits or it is held in trust, depending on
if she marries.”

“Then it is in my best interest that my niece
not marry.”

Matthew looked at Jordan. Their eyes met.

The three gentlemen voiced their arguments
quickly, talking over one another in such a manner that Matthew
wasn’t sure who was saying what.

“Unless it is to my benefit, of course,”
Stillwaite spoke over them.

Silence followed.

“If each of you could offer a good reason why
I should grant you Grace’s hand, I will give it considerable
thought.”

“You would live here?” Mr. Draker asked.

“No,” Stillwaite laughed. “I prefer London,
but I can’t leave this estate in the hands of just anyone. If I
don’t find the right husband for Grace, an estate manager will need
to be hired, one that I trust.”

“I assume such would not be necessary if
Grace married,” suggested Mr. Draker.

“Therein lays my dilemma.” Stillwaite
chuckled. “I can hire an estate manager, send my brother off to
Bedlam and take Grace to London. Once she has enjoyed one Season
she will have no desire to be tied to this place.”

“Or?” Mr. Richard’s prompted.

“For the right price, I will marry her off to
one of you, and you can decide what is best for her and her
father.”

“For a price!” Draker clarified.

“Of course, everything has a price. What are
you willing to offer?”

“Usually it is the other way around. A dowry
comes with the bride.”

“This is an unusual circumstance,” Stillwaite
reminded Thorn.

“If you managed the property, what would you
do with it?” Richards asked.

“Nothing so mundane as to try and make a
profit off of milk and eggs.” Once again Matthew heard the sound of
glass clicking. He must be pouring himself another drink. “Farming
would bring a good profit. The land is fertile and hasn’t been
farmed in decades, if ever.”

“A waste,” Richards said in disgust.

“What would you do, if you were granted
control, of course?” Stillwaite asked.

“It should be mined. I am sure this ground is
rich in iron ore.”

“Or coal,” Thorn interrupted. “Or both. It is
a shame to see such bounty go to waste.”

“I hadn’t considered that. Are you sure iron
ore or coal deposits will be found?”

“We are sure of it,” Thorn answered. “Studies
have already been done. We presented the reports to Mr. Cooper
before his accident but he refused to even consider the
possibility. The man was mad before he was struck in the head.”

“What of you?”

Matthew assumed the questing was directed to
Draker as he hadn’t voiced his plans, and the brother seemed to
take no offense to how Thorn just spoke of his brother.

“Both are equally sound investments and
probabilities, but I would add sheep.”

“Sheep?” Richards questioned.

“Have you gentlemen paid attention to the
price of wool? Sheep are a sure thing. Coal and iron ore are mere
speculation.”

“Tell me, do any of you gentlemen actually
care for my niece?”

“As much as one should for a wife, I
suppose,” Draker answered.

“There are worse ladies a gentleman could be
forced to marry,” Richards responded.

“She has what I need so we will make do,”
Thorn acknowledged.

“I see,” Stillwaite said.

There was silence for a moment before Thorn
spoke. “We think you should be aware of an agreement already
reached.”

“Oh?”

“As it will take great resources to begin
mining and purchasing sheep, resources the three of us do not have
unless we combine our funds, two of us will invest in the third,
the one who Miss Cooper decides upon.”

“You already decided?” Stillwaite
clarified.

“Yes,” Draker answered. “A year ago, so I
don’t see the need to pay you for something we have already agreed
upon.”

“You do if you wish me to grant you her hand.
I will be named guardian.”

Matthew stared at Jordan. He knew they were
thinking the same thing. It didn’t matter who married Miss Cooper
because they would profit equally. Any one of the suitors could
have helped Mr. Cooper up the stairs and then pushed him. It
mattered not since they would share equally. But, which one had it
been. All three were in the vicinity when Mr. Cooper was injured
and each one had a reason to hurry the proceedings. If they made an
agreement a year ago they were probably growing more impatient by
the day.
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As much as Matthew tried to work further on
his sermon and prepare for Sunday, he barely managed to write a
dozen more words. Too often he found himself leaving the desk in
Mr. Cooper’s library and making his way to the man’s bedchamber to
check on his progress as well as to see how Grace was holding up.
She hardly left her father’s side and she tried several times to
get broth and tea past the man’s lips, succeeding more often than
not in spilling it on Mr. Cooper’s bedclothes, which had now been
changed three times. Though her hair was now brushed and neatly
tied behind her head and out of the way, and she wore a fresh
dress, one without wrinkles, Grace was pale and her face drawn from
the worry. Every time Matthew tried to work all he could do was
think of her and the terrible strain she was under and was once
again drawn to her. He longed to give her comfort, ease her burden
but was at a loss at how to proceed.

Night was near and Matthew gave up trying to
write the perfect sermon and pushed away from the desk to stand at
the window overlooking the back gardens, now shadowed with the
setting sun. The patterns and formed mounds of different varieties
of plants led Matthew to believe these had once been elegant but
were now wild with late blooming flowers and weeds. Grace certainly
didn’t have time to see to the chore, not with the many duties that
settled upon her shoulders since her father’s injury. It was really
too much for one so young to bear, but what choices were there? The
Coopers didn’t have the funds for household help. Even though he
shouldn’t have pried Matthew had reviewed the family finances this
afternoon. Had Miss Cooper not shown he and Jordan the ledger
earlier he might not have invaded her privacy. Or, perhaps he would
have. Matthew would never know. But, the crux of the matter was the
family was barely surviving financially. Perkins was paid a
pittance to what valet’s usually earned, yet the man remained by
Mr. Cooper’s side. Even now, he was in a chair within the man’s
room, waiting to be needed.

Her earnings from the milk, eggs and Sunday
school teaching didn’t meet the family needs. Soon she would have
no choice but to fall into debt. Until her father’s injuries two
years earlier, the family had been wealthy. Such was not the case
now.

Perhaps a guardian was the best choice for
Miss Cooper and her father, or even marriage. His stomach tightened
at the thought of her married to anyone yet he forced himself to
consider the possibilities despite his discomfort. If Draker, Thorn
or Richards had an affection for Miss Cooper perhaps he would feel
differently, but most likely not. She was nothing more than a means
to an end. A woman to marry, no different and with less emotion
than those in society approached marriage. She would be miserable
in such a union, especially if they allowed Stillwaite to send her
father to Bedlam. Matthew knew he couldn’t and wouldn’t allow her
to marry Draker, Thorn or Richards, but what could he do to prevent
a match?

Matthew could marry her himself, but was that
right, or any different than what the other gentlemen proposed? He
would save her from them, and insist that Mr. Cooper remain home
where he could get the best of care. But he was just as certain
Stillwaite would not allow such a match because Matthew had no
intention of allowing the man to profit from circumstances. Then
again, he could pay almost any price the man demanded, but was he
willing to? In normal circumstances, yes, but it galled him that
the man wished to profit from the misfortune of his brother.

Matthew shook his head and turned away from
the window. There was no point in worrying about who Grace would or
would not marry. Brachton was not about to give Stillwaite that
power until they had gotten to the bottom of who tried to kill Mr.
Cooper. He had hoped someone would say something today that would
cast suspicion on themselves but nobody indicated they were
involved, not even Stillwaite. But, there was nobody else who could
have possibly been responsible unless there was some madman roaming
the country, locking cooks in cellars and tossing old men
downstairs for no apparent reason.

He glanced over at the settee. That is where
he would spend the night. He was tired enough to sleep for a week,
but not on something so narrow and short but he didn’t dare make
use of an empty bedchamber above stairs. Mrs. Montgomery had caused
enough damage after this morning and Matthew really should not
spend another night in the house. But, he couldn’t leave Grace and
her father unprotected either. Tomorrow he would need to make
arrangements for staff to work in the house. He would pay for it
himself and not only would Grace not be alone, but she would have a
chaperone to sit with her if the gentlemen called again, someone to
cook meals and a few large footmen to protect the family. It was
too late to make such arrangements now and Matthew wished he would
have thought of it sooner. Hopefully nobody would know that he
spent the night, again.
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Grace’s head dropped to her chest and she
jerked her head back up. Every muscle in her body ached from
sitting in this chair, but she loathed to leave her father’s side.
Three times he had awakened and looked at her. There was a sadness
in his eyes and she wished he could tell her what he was feeling or
thinking. Better yet, who had pushed him down the stairs? In time
he would.

“You should go to bed, Miss,” Perkins
suggested from his chair across the room. “I will awaken you if you
are needed.”

“What of you? You haven’t left Father’s
side.”

He offered a weak smile. “My bed is not far,
as you know.” He gestured to the small room off of her father’s
that Perkins had made into a sleeping chamber for himself after
father was injured. “If I get too tired I will lie down but leave
the door open.”

That was clear across the room. Would Perkins
hear her father if he needed anything?

“I am a very light sleeper,” he assured her
as if reading her thoughts.

She did need to sleep. Perhaps a night in her
bed, in a nightgown, would leave her refreshed in the morning. With
a last squeeze of her father’s hand, Grace bent and kissed his
forehead. “Sleep well, Papa.”

With heavy steps she left the room and made
her way down the hall and paused at the library. Vicar Trent was
asleep, a blanket across his body. One leg fell to the side of the
settee and another off of the end. He could not be comfortable, but
he seemed to sleep deep enough. She turned the light down on the
lamp and made her way upstairs to her own room. There she shrugged
out of her dress and into a nightgown before slipping between the
cool sheets. Grace hadn’t bothered to light a lamp because there
was enough brightness from the full moon that shone into her room.
With a sigh she closed her eyes and tied to fall asleep.

The minutes ticked and she heard the clock
chime down the hall. It was too quiet. The house was never noisy,
especially at night but now the silence was even louder than
usual.

She rolled on her side to find a more
comfortable position and blew out a breath. Once again she tried to
find her slumber, but each creak and squeak was so loud in the
silence. She listened for a few moments but none of the sounds were
out of the ordinary.

Why wasn’t she falling asleep? Her eyes ached
and burned so much she didn’t want them open, but her mind would
not calm. Grace would never get to sleep this way. Each time she
came close to drifting away, the slightest noise awakened her. She
was simply on edge from the events of the past two days and needed
to block out all noise.

Grace reached across the bed and grabbed a
second pillow and placed it on the side of her head and bent her
arm to press the pillow against her ear to drown out the night
sounds. Finally, blessed silence.

The squeak of the hinges on her door was
muffled by the pillow but Grace heard them just the same and her
eyes flew open. Who was in her room? The only people in the house,
besides her father were Vicar Trent and Perkins and why would they
close the door.

She rolled over and began to push the pillow
from her head when it clamped down over her face.

Grace opened her mouth to scream but could
not get a breath to do so. She pushed at the pillow to get it off
of her face but whoever was holding it was much stronger than she.
Her heart raced and panic engulfed her. She kicked and flung her
arms, fighting the darkness that threatened to invade. Her hand
connected with the lamp on the table and she used a fist to knock
it over. Thank goodness she had not left it lit. With any luck
Vicar Trent or Perkins heard the crash and would come to help.
Whoever was holding the pillow let up for a second and then pushed
it even harder against her face. She couldn’t breathe. Her lungs
burned with the need for air.

She couldn’t fight the darkness any
longer.
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Something woke Matthew and he bolted from his
sleep. It took him a moment to focus and listen. Sounds came from
above, as if there was a struggle. They were coming from Grace’s
room. Without thought he thrust himself from the settee and raced
up the stairs and into her room. Someone was bent over her, but
Grace was not moving. Matthew threw himself at the dark cloaked man
but he turned at the last second, catching Matthew across the chest
with his arm. He was propelled back against the armoire and the man
ran out of the room. Matthew pushed himself up and took off after
the assailant. It was hard to see in the darkness but there was
only one set of steps and he raced down the hall. The man had
reached the bottom of the steps and was pulling on the front
door.

“What is going on here?” Perkins cried as he
ran down the hall.

The man at the door turned and fired. Both he
and Perkins ducked. It gave the man just enough time to escape into
the darkness.

“Go check on Grace,” Matthew ordered and
raced out the door.

He stopped at the front of the house. A lone
man rode off on a dark horse, the cloak flying in the air after
him. Blast, he hadn’t even gotten a good look at him and there was
nothing about his stature or coloring that was easily identifiable.
If only he would have thought to knock the hat off the man’s head
then at least he would have had a color of hair to go off of.

Matthew leaned over, hands on his knees and
tried to catch his breath. What would have happened if he had not
been here?

“Grace!” She could be lying dead upstairs
now. He hadn’t checked on her but ran blindly after the man who
tried to kill her. He raced back to the house, taking the stairs
two at a time and bolted down the hall and into her room.

Perkins sat with her and Grace looked in his
direction. Tears pooled in her eyes. “Who would try to kill
me?”

“Hush, don’t think of that now.”

She sat up suddenly. “Father,” she cried.

Before Matthew could stop her she flew out of
her bed and down the hall. Matthew and Perkins raced after her. She
stopped at the entry to his room. “What are you doing here?”

Grace moved slowly into the room and Perkins
gently pushed past her to stand by Mr. Cooper. On the other side of
the bed sat Mrs. Thomas. Mr. Thomas stood behind her, a hand on her
shoulder.

“I’ve worried so much about your father and
the way I left,” Mrs. Thomas said.

“I brought her here so she could see for
herself he was getting better and maybe then she would sleep.”

Matthew knew he shouldn’t judge them but the
situation was a bit suspicious. It was the middle of the night. He
glanced at the clock. It was midnight at least. People normally
didn’t call at this time of night, unless they were in London
arriving at a ball. These circumstances were completely
different.

“What were those noises?” Mr. Thomas
asked.

“The man who tried to kill Mr. Cooper came
back and tried to smother Grace.”

Miss Cooper shivered and brought a hand to
her throat.

“That is impossible,” Mrs. Thomas
insisted.

Mr. Thomas squeezed his wife’s shoulder and
Perkins turned on her, a look of shock on his face.

“What do you mean?” Grace asked in a quiet
voice.

Mrs. Thomas looked at Perkins. Their eyes
seemed to lock in private understanding. What did these two know
that hadn’t been said before? After a moment Perkins sighed and
turned away.

“Mrs. Thomas?” Grace asked.

“Nobody tried to kill your father.”

“Of course they did. Mr. Cooper could have
never climbed the stairs on his own,” Matthew insisted. Unless
these two had helped him, but the thought was not something he
could come to terms with. That meant Mrs. Thomas and Perkins had
been lying to them.

“I helped Mr. Cooper up the stairs.” Perkins
sighed again and sank into a chair.

The man wasn’t strong enough to have gotten
Mr. Cooper up the steps. Matthew had to help him take the man to
his bed the other day.

“As did I,” Mrs. Thomas said.

Grace stepped forward and grasped the end of
the bed as if she needed support. “Why?”

Mr. Cooper stirred and opened his eyes. He
slowly looked at those in the room. Had he been awake this entire
time and heard the conversation. His eyes locked with Grace and a
tear leaked out of the corner of his eye. Matt’s gut tightened. Had
the man truly tried to kill himself? But why and who had written
the note? And, if he had, who had just tried to kill Grace?
Question after question formed in his mind but there were no
answers.

Miss Cooper moved to the side of the bed, sat
and picked up her father’s hand. “Why Papa?”

The man struggled and he tried to form words.
It was barely a whisper but after a few moments Matthew was certain
he heard the whispered words of “Love you.”

“Oh, Papa,” Grace crumpled, her head on her
father’s chest as sobs shook her body. Mr. Cooper’s good hand came
up and stroked her back. Perkins turned away from the tender sight
and hung his head. Mrs. Thomas looked away. If one attempted to
help another with suicide did that make them guilty of attempted
murder? Matthew wasn’t certain what the law was and he also wasn’t
sure he would tell. What these two did was out of love for Mr.
Cooper, but surely they also knew how wrong their actions were.
Yet, neither was a murderer, not like the person who had come into
the house earlier.

Matthew straightened. How did that man get
in? Each door to the house was locked. Matthew had seen to that
before he retired. He looked at Mr. Thomas. “How did you get in? I
didn’t hear anyone knock.”

“My wife has a key.”

“I can’t believe I didn’t hear you come in.”
He was on the settee, in the parlor just inside the door.

“You were sound asleep and we were careful to
be quiet.”

He slept so soundly that three people got
past him. Some guard he turned out to be. Had he slept any deeper,
Grace would be dead. He needed to post security at the house, but
who could he trust?

His hand fell to the side and Grace sat up.
“Papa?”

Please, don’t let him die. Not now.

“Papa?” Grace cried.

“He sleeps, Miss Cooper.”

She glanced back at Perkins. “Are you
sure?”

“Yes.”

She lay her head back on her father’s chest,
as if to listen. “His heart still beats,” she whispered.

Matthew pulled away from the bed. “We should
go to another room so Mr. Cooper can rest.”

With reluctance Grace pulled away from her
father. When she stood she wrapped her arms tight about her body,
rubbing her upper arms.

“Dear, you should put on a robe and
slippers.”

Grace continued walking but when she got to
the foot of the stairs she stopped. “I can’t go up there.”

“I will.” Mrs. Thomas moved around her and
climbed the stairs. Her husband followed after her.

Matthew led Grace into the parlor and helped
her get settled on the settee and tucked the blanket around her
before he moved to build a fire. There was a chill in the room that
had not been her earlier. Perkins followed a moment later and stood
by the window.

Nobody said anything until Mrs. Thomas
returned and helped Grace into her robe and slid the slippers onto
her feet. When she stood she glanced around the room. “I’ll put a
pot of tea on. I think we are going to be here a bit.”

“Yes,” Matthew agreed. “Miss Cooper deserves
answers.” He didn’t want to sound harsh, but these two, who Grace
trusted, had lied to her. Or had they? Perkins said her father had
tried to kill himself. He and Grace were the ones who had not
accepted the possibility. But, Mrs. Thomas had claimed to be locked
in the cellar, which was not possible if she was helping get Mr.
Cooper upstairs.
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Mrs. Thomas gently pushed a cup of hot tea
into Grace’s hands. Grace clutched it, willing the warmth to sink
in. She was so cold and numb. She couldn’t focus on one single
thought. None of this made sense to her. Why would someone try to
kill her? Why would her father try to kill himself? Why had Perkins
and Mrs. Thomas helped?

She glanced up and looked around the room.
Everyone was watching her, as if waiting for her to burst into
hysterics again. She wouldn’t. She was stronger than this. If she
could only manage to concentrate and focus on one issue at a time
maybe she could come to conclusions that would set her world right
once again.

“Did my father really try to kill
himself?”

“Yes,” Perkins answered.

It was not the answer she hoped for, but she
needed to accept the fact. Had she failed him somehow? If she had
married, would he have taken this action? “The note. Who wrote
it?”

“I did,” Perkins answered again.

But his handwriting looked so much like
Papa’s before the accident. How is that possible?

“For years before your father’s injury he
suffered from pains in his hands. I believe the doctor called it
arthritis. I used to do all his writing. He didn’t want you to
know.”

Grace could barely remember a time when
Perkins had not accompanied her father to work and then home. They
spent hours together. Even though Grace wasn’t in society, even she
knew that Perkins did more than a mere valet, but she hadn’t
troubled herself to consider the situation further and assumed that
in addition to the valet duties, he acted as father’s secretary as
well.

“How long has it been since father has
written?”

He shook his head. “I can no longer recall,
but many years. The accident has only made it more difficult since
he had to learn to write with this left hand and through the pain
in his hands.”

“I wish he would have told me.”

“He didn’t want to trouble you.”

Grace accepted her father suffered from pain
and it wasn’t unusual for a secretary to do all the things that
Perkins did. But, most secretaries did not pen suicide notes. “How
did you know what my father wanted to write?”

“He wrote that himself.”

Grace stood. “I know my father did not write
that note so don’t try to tell me he did.”

“No, Miss Cooper. He wrote another.”

“Where is it?” She held out her hand. She
refused to believe her father had taken this action without proof.
Who were they to tell her that Papa wanted to die? He couldn’t
speak for himself. They could be lying to her now, as he had for so
many years, and Mrs. Thomas too. Was there anyone she could
trust?

“I’ll be back in a moment.”

Grace sipped the cooling tea and settled back
down on the settee. Until she had proof, she would not believe
anything that was told to her. Someone had tried to kill her
tonight and that same person had pushed her father down the stairs.
It was the only reasonable explanation.

Nobody talked, for which she was grateful.
She didn’t want to hear any more lies, or be forced to think of
matters best left alone.

“Here you are, Miss Cooper.”

Perkins held out sheets of paper which she
took. They were in her father’s handwriting. “I am certain they do
not say what you think they do.” Grace looked away and refused to
take them. She didn’t want to find out the truth. It hurt too
deeply.

“Take them Miss Cooper,” Vicar Trent urged.
She swallowed and accepted the parchment.

Though near indecipherable, the words were
nearly the same as Perkins had penned. By the time she reached the
end Grace could barely see what was written because of tears. It
was too much. She couldn’t accept her father wanted to do this. If
she did, she would have to accept that it was her fault. Oh, why
hadn’t she married when she had the opportunity, before this? He
wouldn’t have felt the need to take such a drastic action. And,
could she truly blame him? If uncle Stillwaite got his way, he
would live out the rest of his life in Bedlam. She would rather be
dead as well.

“Why didn’t you try to stop him? Why did you
help?” The question came from Vicar Trent and it was something she
wanted to know as well. Her father would be fine right now if
Perkins and Mrs. Thomas had refused to assist him.

“We didn’t know his intention,” Mrs. Thomas
answered.

“He insisted on going upstairs,” Perkins
confirmed. “He was trying to get up there himself and kept
pointing. I had no idea what he wanted but there was an urgency in
his actions.”

“Had I known what he intended, I would have
never helped. I just assumed he wanted something so Perkins and I
helped him to the top of the stairs.”

“But he struggled,” Vicar Trent pointed
out.

Perkins shook his head. “Only in that it was
difficult to manage. Mr. Cooper was determined to get
upstairs.”

“The rungs were broken on the stairs.”

“One from when Mr. Cooper slipped, taking me
with him, and the other from Mr. Cooper’s fall,” Perkins
explained

Grace looked away and pulled the blanket
tight. Did she really want to know the details?

Yes. From details she could find a nugget of
truth and perhaps her father hadn’t really meant to do himself
harm.

“Then what happened?” Vicar Trent
prompted.

Mrs. Thomas and Perkins looked at each other
for a moment before she continued. “When we got to the top of the
stairs we asked which way he wanted to go. I was on his good side
and he pushed me away. Perkins let go of Mr. Cooper for a moment to
steady me and then Mr. Cooper pushed at Perkins. We both stumbled
back and before we could get to your father.” She looked at Grace.
“He turned and flung himself down the stairs. There was nothing we
could do.” Her voice broke and tears streamed down her face.

“We ran down the stairs after him, but could
not reach him before he was at the bottom,” Perkins continued.

“I thought he was dead,” Mrs. Thomas
whispered.

“I ran down to the Zucker’s home and asked
Clive to go for the doctor and came back here.”

“While we waited, Perkins and I moved your
father to his bed and tended him as best we could.”

“That is when I found the note. It was on his
nightstand,” Perkins continued. “That is when we realized what he
had done and that he had used us.”

“Why rewrite the note?” Grace found herself
asking.

“We didn’t know if your father would
live.”

“I don’t see why that makes a
difference.”

“If your father were to die of a suicide, he
could not be buried on sacred ground, but at the corner of a
crossroad,” Vicar Trent answered.

Perkins nodded. “I knew that nobody would
believe Mr. Cooper wrote the note and would suspect someone had
attempted to kill him. And, since nobody had, a killer would not be
found. Then, if he did pass, he could be buried next to his
wife.”

It was too much to take in. Everything fit
into place, but Grace couldn’t bring herself to accept the facts,
though in her heart she knew they were true.

“I am the one who made up the story of being
locked in the cellar.”

“And the real reason you left that day?”
Vicar Trent asked.

“I couldn’t remain in this house and live
with the guilt of what I had done.”

“Yet you came back, tonight?” Grace
asked.

“Yes. The guilt wasn’t any easier at home.”
Mrs. Thomas looked at her husband. His smile was kind.

Vicar Trent stood. “What if someone would
have been arrested for the attempted murder of Mr. Cooper? An
innocent man could have gone to the gallows.”

“No.” Perkins shook his head. “As much as I
wished to protect Miss Cooper and her father, I would have never
allowed that to happen. That is why I kept his original note. Just
in case it was needed.”

Vicar Trent paced across the room and poured
a glass of brandy. She had never seen him drink anything other than
tea. She wished for a glass herself. Perhaps it would calm her and
bring clarity. He turned to look at her and as if reading her mind,
he poured another and handed it to her.

She smiled up at him gratefully and took a
sip. He returned to pacing before the fireplace. “What you say
makes sense and I am glad we know the truth.”

“I am relieved as well,” Perkins
announced.

“Yet, that does beg the question,” said Vicar
Trent.

“Who tried to kill me tonight?”
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The clock in the hall chimed twice, startling
Grace. They had not left the room, though the occupants were
tiring. “I think Mr. and Mrs. Thomas should remain here for the
rest of the night, or at least what is left of it.”

Perkins stood. “I’ll see that a room is
prepared.”

“Rubbish.” Mrs. Thomas came to her feet. “I
was the housekeeper here until a few days ago. I know what room can
be used.” She turned and held her hand out to her husband. “Come
along. I could sleep for a week now.”

“It does help when a conscious is eased,”
Vicar Trent offered, yet there was no anger in his tone. Grace
wasn’t angry either. As much as she hated what her father had done,
he had tricked Perkins and Mrs. Thomas into helping him. She didn’t
know if she could live with herself if she were in their place.
But, had she been at home instead of in town trying to find out
when the meeting would be, this wouldn’t have happened at all
because her father would not have tried to end his life while she
was in the house.

Grace rose to follow them, pulling the
blanket tightly round her body. Vicar Trent was close to her side,
carrying a small lamp.

“Goodnight,” Perkins announced and walked off
toward her father’s room.

“Will you be alright?” Vicar Trent asked
her.

Her hands began to shake the moment she
touched the bannister and put her foot on the first step. Could she
return to the room? What if that man came back? Would anyone hear
her or would she be safe.

“Could you check the doors and windows
please?”

Vicar Trent nodded and went to the front door
first. Grace sank down on the step. She couldn’t go up there until
she knew she was safe.

It seemed to take forever before he returned.
“I checked every window and door. Everything is secure.”

Grace pulled herself to her feet and began
walking up the steps. Her feet felt like they were laden with led.
Was it safe upstairs? What if someone had gotten in while they were
in her father’s bedroom? The front door had not been locked.

She paused at the top of the stairs. “I hate
to be a ninny, but could you check this floor as well?”

He smiled softly at here. “You should go to
bed first.”

“No.” She would not be trapped in her room in
case someone was in the house.”

“Very well.” Vicar Trent went to the first
room.

“Mr. & Mrs. Thomas will be in there.”

Vicar Trent nodded and went to the next room.
He disappeared for a moment and was back. “That room is clear and
the windows locked.”

Grace followed him down the hall and back,
stopping at the threshold of each room as he went in to check. This
was such a childish thing to do. It wasn’t as if there were
monsters hiding beneath the bed or in the closet, but could she be
sure there wasn’t a murderer still in the house? Vicar Trent
probably thought she was the biggest ninny he had ever met.

Finally they came to her room. He entered,
opened doors to closets and her armoire before checking the
windows. “It is safe, you can come in.”

She scampered across the room, glass
crunching beneath her slippers and she jumped on the bed and
stilled. One of her pillows was on the floor, lamp oil soaking into
the fabric. It would be ruined now. But did she really want that
pillow any longer? Someone tried to kill her with it.

“I’ll get something to sweep that up.”

She stared at the broken lamp on the floor.
It was the only light for her room, not that it did her any good
now. If Vicar Trent left she would be in darkness but she couldn’t
very well let him wander the house without a lamp. He might fall
down the stairs like Papa. Why was she so weak and scared all of a
sudden? Why now, when she needed to be strong and self-reliant for
herself and her father.

Vicar Trent came forward and sat on the bed.
“What is wrong?”

She looked up and met his eyes. “Please don’t
leave.”

He studied her for a moment, his jaw
clenching and unclenching. “I don’t think that is wise.”

“Why?”

He brought his hand up and cradled her face.
“If anyone learned, you would be ruined, despite the
circumstances.”

“Who is going to know? Mr. and Mrs. Thomas
will never say anything.”

“I don’t think it is wise.”

She didn’t want to beg him but she was afraid
to be alone. “Please?”
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How could he say no to Grace? Her eyes were
wide with fear and who wouldn’t be afraid after what she had been
through. But, did he dare remain in her bedroom overnight? No. He
wasn’t that strong. He wasn’t that good. He was a vicar but he was
also a man, not immune to the temptation. And nothing tempted him
more at this moment seeing her sitting in her bed, in her white
nightgown that even though it covered her from neck to toes, still
hinted at the body it hid. Her hair was mussed from earlier sleep
and this situation was far too inviting. It was all he could do not
to lean forward and taste her lips. He had wanted to kiss her for
days but had remained in control and kept a firm grasp on his
desires. The will to be good, be perfect was quickly slipping from
his grasp and Matthew feared if he remained here one more moment he
would do what came naturally. He had no right to take advantage of
Grace and that is exactly what he would do in this circumstance. He
shouldn’t even be having these thoughts given what she had been
through these past couple of days. A man tried to kill Miss Cooper
tonight and all he could think of was bedding her. What kind of man
was he? What kind of vicar was the better question?

Matthew sprung from the bed. He needed to put
distance between her and him before it was too late. The glass
crunched beneath his boot. She was in danger and vulnerable. He
would not be the one to harm her this night, or take advantage.
Seduction would be easy in this circumstance and he couldn’t
believe he even let the word flit across his mind.

Turning on his heel he stalked across the
room and pinched the bridge of his nose before he stared out at the
night. How could he have fallen so quickly and so easily into lust?
If he were Jordan, he wouldn’t have left the bed but seduced her
instead. But he wasn’t Jordan; he was the vicar and should not be
having lustful thoughts about a parishioner.

“Vicar Trent?”

He turned to look at Grace. She watched him.
Her brow marred with concern. “Yes?”

“Is something wrong?”

Yes! “No, why do you ask?”

“You never answered my question. Will you
stay with me tonight?”

He looked around the room for a safe place to
remain. Yes he would stay with her, but not on the bed or even near
it. He wasn’t that strong. A cushioned chair was placed beside the
fireplace. It looked comfortable enough, not that he would get a
wink of sleep. He marched over to it and settled down. “I will
remain here.”

Her brow creased. “Are you sure you will be
comfortable?”

No! “I will be fine. You should
rest.”

With one last look at him, Grace lay down and
pulled the cover up to her chin. “Do you mind if we leave the lamp
on?”

“Not at all.” Now he knew he wouldn’t get any
sleep. This was going to be the longest night of his life. He
looked around the room for something to read. There was nothing and
he leaned his head back and closed his eyes. He needed to think of
anything or everything except about Grace sleeping in her virginal
bed. Such thoughts were dangerous. He almost laughed out loud. His
breeches were so uncomfortable now with lust and desire from the
thoughts of what he wished to do with her he wouldn’t get a wink of
sleep.

It had been so long since he had not been
able to ignore his desires; Matthew wasn’t sure what to do. When
one lived alone, when he suffered from moments of physical urges,
he usually could ignore and it would go away. Such would not be the
case tonight.

Perhaps he should open a window, or better
yet, go stand outside in the cold air. That should cool his loins,
hopefully.

He shifted in his seat and glanced over at
Grace. It was the wrong thing to do. Her hair was fanned out on the
pillow; her full lips parted slightly, her dark lashes brushed
against her ivory skin. The blanket had been moved from her
shoulder to her waist and he could see the darkness of a nipple
pressed against the thin fabric, tight across her breast. Matthew
groaned and shifted. His clothing was unbearably tight.

Well, at least one of them had found slumber
quickly enough. The same would not be the same for him.

Given she was asleep; he stood so that he
could adjust his clothing. Had she been awake, he would have done
everything in his power to hide the erection his clothes did not
mask. But Grace was sound asleep, completely unaware of the affect
she had on him.

She moaned and rolled to her back. Now he had
two breasts claiming his attention and even though they were
clothed, it didn’t take away the desire he had to mold them in his
hands, and taste.

Pivoting on his heel, Matthew put his back to
Grace. This was wrong, so very wrong. He was a vicar. She was a
parishioner. Vicars did not lust after parishioners. Especially
parishioners who didn’t lust after them and were innocent.

He was going to burn. Surely as there was a
God, he was going to burn for the thoughts and desires he
entertained this night.

Grace moaned again, and the sound shot
straight to his groin. She was asleep, he reminded himself. Not
responding to his touch, though he wished that were the case. And
he was a fool. She had not given any indication that she was
interested in him as a man or for anything other than her minister.
She would probably laugh herself silly if she had any indication of
what he wanted, desired. He would never tell her because then she
wouldn’t feel nearly as comfortable around him. She already had
three men pursuing her that she did not want; he would not be the
fourth.

“No.”

The words were barely audible and Matthew
turned toward the bed.

Grace began thrashing, slowly at first. It
wasn’t a surprise she would suffer from nightmares after
tonight.

Matthew moved to the bed to touch her
shoulder. He gently shook her, wanting to wake her. Grace moved
away from him.

“No,” she cried out again.

This time Matthew grasped both of her
shoulders and leaned in. “Miss Cooper, it is I, Vicar Trent.”

She tried to jerk out of his grasp.

“Wake up, you are having a nightmare.”

She struggled a few moments more before her
eyes slowly opened and looked up at him. Confusion marred her brow
before her eyes lit with recognition. Before Matthew could react,
her arms went around his neck and she drew him down to her until
their lips touched.

He should pull away. She couldn’t be awake
and be aware of her actions. Yet, as much as he argued with
himself, he didn’t break contact and his arms slipped around her
waist and pulled her close. Miss Cooper’s nails dug into his
shoulders, as if she needed something desperately to hold onto. A
moment later her hands relaxed and slid into the hair at the back
of his head. Matthew melted, this was his weakness. He would agree
to almost anything if a woman threaded her fingers through his
hair. He tilted his head and traced the seam of her lips until she
opened slightly. Before she could close he delved into the heat and
pulled her even tighter against his body.

This was wrong. What was he doing? He was her
vicar.


He was a man

No, this is wrong. She is vulnerable and had
no idea what she was doing. The flame she set to smoldering was
ready to ignite if he didn’t smoother it soon.

Miss Cooper moaned and Matthew was lost. Her
tongue hesitantly mated with his, and then became more bold. They
were melded together in a heady kiss that Matthew was reluctant to
end. By the grip she had on his head, she wasn’t about to let him
go either.

Though clothing separated them, her breast
burned his chest and he imagined he could feel her tight nipples
against him. They were wearing too much clothing so he wasn’t all
that certain. He ached with need. It was much worse than earlier
when he watched her slumber. His desire for her bordered on painful
and if he didn’t get some form of relief he could possibly expire
from it, or be very uncomfortable for several hours. He had ached
this badly once, when he was younger and there was no relief, save
himself, but he had been told that it was wrong to do such a thing
so he suffered. Such would be the case tonight because he knew he
wouldn’t go so far as to join with Miss Cooper and he knew he would
need to rely on himself in the end.

As if his hand had a will of its own, it
snaked around the front of her body, caressing her ribcage, slowly
moving up until it cradled the full, round globe. He tested the
heaviness and brushed a thumb across the erect nipple as he broke
the kiss and moved his lips across her jaw line as Miss Cooper’s
head fell back. Anticipating the taste of her, he continued kissing
down the side of her neck and Miss Cooper groaned. His lips met the
edge of her nightgown and Matthew began to unloosen the top
buttons.

What was he doing? If he didn’t stop this
madness now he would have her naked and beneath him before either
of them comprehended what was occurring. He would not, and could
not take Miss Cooper’s innocence.

He rested his head against her shoulder and
tried to gain control of his breathing and his body. What kind of
man was he? Her father lay downstairs close to death. Someone came
into the house and tried to kill her and Mr. and Mrs. Thomas were
just down the hall. She was vulnerable and he was taking advantage
of her.

Matthew pulled back and rebuttoned her gown.
She straightened and looked at him.

“I am sorry,” Matthew whispered.

She frowned for a moment and then her eyes
grew wide as all color left her face. “Oh dear, what must you think
of me.”

“I think you are a lovely and desirable
woman,” Matthew wasn’t certain what he should say. Was she
embarrassed or hurt or angry. He was never very good at
understanding the feminine gender and it wasn’t like he was given
many opportunities, especially in situations such as this. Perhaps
if it hadn’t been ten years since he had been intimate with a woman
he would have a better understanding.

“I behaved like a wanton?”

Matthew chuckled. “I wouldn’t call you
wanton?”

“What would you call a woman who throws
herself at her vicar, while in her bed?”

Matthew chuckled. Though the description did
sound a bit promiscuous, he wouldn’t describe her as such.
“Vulnerable, scared, lonely?”

“That is worse.” Tears welled in her
eyes.

What had he said wrong?

“You only kissed me because you felt sorry
for me after I threw myself at you.”

“On that point you are wrong.”

She blew out a breath and crossed her arms
over her chest. “You are just being kind because you are a
vicar.”

Matthew wanted to laugh. “There is nothing
kind in my motivation in kissing you back.”

Confusion marred her brow and Matthew cradled
her chin in his hand. “Do you have any idea how long I have wanted
to kiss you? There are all manner of things I wish to do, but won’t
because you are an innocent young woman.”

She bit her bottom lip and it took everything
in his being not to kiss her again.

“And if I don’t leave right now, you are in
danger of far more than kisses and caresses from me.”

“But you are a vicar. A perfect
gentleman.”

Matthew gripped her chin tighter, but not
enough to cause a mark or hurt her, and looked deep in her eyes.
“Know this, Miss Cooper, I am a man and at this moment I am not
feeling the least bit gentlemanly nor much of a vicar.”

Her eyes grew wide. “You wanted to kiss me?”
Her voice almost held awe and wonder, as if she hadn’t really
believed it possible.

“Miss Cooper, I’ve imagined doing much
more?”

A slight blush spread across her cheeks.

“But, if I don’t leave you now, I am afraid
you will learn just how much of a gentleman I am not.”

She swallowed and looked around the room. The
fear returned to her eyes.

“I promise I won’t be far away, but I think
it is best if I stay in the room across the hall.”

“Will you leave the door open?”

He wanted privacy, at least for the few
moments it would take to attain relief.

“I will leave it cracked, but you must
promise to stay in bed and try and sleep.” He stood and the glass
crunched against his boots. “I don’t want you to cut one of your
feet.”

She lay back against the pillows, her
mahogany hair fanning out around her head. It was all Matthew could
do not to join her in that bed. He pulled the blanket up to her
chin and kissed her on the forehead. “Call if you need me.”

“I will.”

He added more wood to the fire so that it
burned brightly then left her room, leaving the door only half open
and crossed the hall. If Grace left her room she would need to open
the door further and he would hear it squeak.

For a moment he stood in the center of the
dark bedchamber and let his eyes adjust. The moon was bright enough
that he could make out the placement of the furniture. He closed
the door, leaving it open only a crack and stood behind it. He took
his handkerchief out of his pocket and loosened the placket on his
breeches. His cock sprang forth, hard and pulsating with need. As
much as he hated to do this, a part of him still believing it was
wrong; Matthew knew he would get no rest tonight until he had found
release.

He grasped his member tight, imagining it was
Grace who held him and moved his fist up and down, wondering what
her mouth would feel like, the warm heat enveloping him, taking him
deep, her tongue caressing the underside as her delicate fingers
caressed his sack.

In a matter of moments Matthew was
ejaculating into his handkerchief with enough force that it almost
buckled his knees. He grabbed the wall to remain upright and bit
his lip to keep from groaning.

With one last shudder he relaxed and let out
a long sigh before moving to the chair beside the window and
falling into it.

That one act left him completely drained. Had
he been able to find his release the way he truly desired, he may
have expired on the spot.

Matthew wadded up the handkerchief and shoved
into an inside pocket and fastened his breeches. As inviting as the
bed looked and as much as he wished to be out of his clothing,
Matthew knew he couldn’t allow himself to fall into a deep sleep
again. Someone had gotten past him before and he would not allow it
again. He had to protect Miss Cooper and this chair was comfortable
enough to see him through what remained of the night.
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Grace lay in her bed wondering what had come
over her. She had been having a nightmare. Someone was in her room.
Then Vicar Trent was there and all she could think about was
kissing him. Her face burned with embarrassment. How could she have
behaved in such an ill-bred manner? Yet, he hadn’t rejected her.
Instead, he had engaged her in the most delicious kiss she had ever
experienced. Not that she had ever been kissed before, but nobody
could kiss as wonderfully as Vicar Trent.

But how could she behave in such a way? Her
father was below in his bed, and nobody knew if he would survive,
and here she was, behaving like a harlot. Vicar Trent had not been
appalled, but was he just being kind?

He didn’t act as if he was humoring her. He
behaved as if he wanted to do more with her. Oh how she wished she
knew exactly what men and women did together. She was certain it
had something to do with the ache below, in her private area, which
was mysteriously damp. Was that desire as well?

Grace rolled over on her side and clamped her
legs tightly together. That only made the ache worse. She blew out
a breath. What was she to do? Her breasts were heavy and tingling
and her private areas pulsed. A girl couldn’t sleep in this
condition, but there was nothing to be done. All she could hope was
that it went away soon.

Slowly she brought a hand up and grasped her
breast. The nipple was tight, like they were when she was cold, but
she was very warm at the moment. Especially since Vicar Trent had
built the fire up. Was that desire too? But why? She pinched the
end and a jolt of desire rushed to her private areas making her
ache worse. How odd that the two were connected.

She glanced around the room, even though she
was certain she was alone and burrowed further beneath the
blankets. With her other hand she touched the area between her
thighs that pulsated. The most delicious sensation warmed her
within and the ache became stronger but it wasn’t anything like the
pains she suffered during her monthly.

This was all a bit disconcerting and Grace
was fairly certain she was not supposed to be touching herself in
this manner. Not that anyone had told her it was wrong but such
things were never discussed.

Despite the pleasure, she took her hands away
and rested them before her on the side of the bed. Maybe one day
she would learn where all this led.

Her lids grew heavy and Grace let her eyes
close, trying to ignore the new sensations her body was
experiencing and find slumber.
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She couldn’t breathe and Grace fought to
scream but there was only silence no matter how hard she tried.
Someone was pushing on her and she couldn’t get away.

“Grace!” the voice intruded on her
nightmare.

“Wake up.”

She struggled to open her eyes but it was so
hard. She needed air. With all her might she opened her mouth and
took a deep breath and pushed the person away.

“Damn and blast.”

She opened her eyes to find Vicar Trent
sitting on her floor amongst the broken glass. Had he fallen?

“Now you wake up.”

“What happened?” Her hands shook and the
nightmare wavered on the fringes of her consciousness.

“You were having another bad dream.”

“Yes, I know,” she said slowly. “How did you
know?”

“You were screaming.”

Her heartbeat increased. So someone had heard
her. The screams hadn’t been silent. Though it was a relief that
Vicar Trent came to her aid, she felt bad for having disturbed him.
“I’m sorry.”

“Why?” He pushed up on the floor to stand and
winced before he brought his hand forward. A chard of glass stuck
out his palm, blood pooled around it.

“Oh, dear. She shoved the covers back from
her bed and moved to rise.”

“Stay where you are,” he barked. “We don’t
need you cutting your feet.”

Grace ignored him and looked for her shoes or
slippers. After she had jumped in bed earlier she had dropped her
slippers at the side of the bed. There were next to her bedside
table. Careful to avoid the glass on the floor, she slipped her
feet inside before she rushed over to the pitcher of water in the
basin. He walked over to her, his arm extended in front of him,
palm up. Being as careful as possible, Grace plucked the glass from
his hand. It began to bleed anew and she poured cool water over his
cut before she took a small cloth and pressed it against his hand.
“My bandages are in the kitchen.”

“I’ll get them. You need to get back in
bed.”

“You can’t wrap your own hand,” Grace
insisted and picked up the lamp Vicar Trent had left in her room
earlier and carried it out into the hall and down the stairs. She
assumed he followed. When she entered the kitchen she lit two more
and began rummaging in the cabinets for her bandages. She seemed to
be tending his wounds quite a bit lately. Had she not been present
each time he was injured, she would wonder if he were accident
prone.

Vicar Trent settled at one of the chairs and
produced his hand once again. The cut was long, but not overly
deep, and it wasn’t bleeding like it had earlier. A breeze blew
into the room and the flames flickered. She glanced around for the
source. The back door had blown open. A chair lay on its side. Had
someone come into the house again?

Vicar Trent stood. “The door was broken
earlier.” He bent to pick up the chair and set it right. “We had
assumed the assailant came in through the front door but they broke
in through this one.”

A chill ran up her spine.

“I didn’t want to alarm you and thought I had
secured this door sufficiently so that nobody could come in.”

It probably would have sufficed if the wind
hadn’t picked up. Grace glanced out the window. In the moonlight
she could see limbs bend and leaves be torn from trees. Soon it
would be winter.

Vicar Trent pushed the door closed again and
this time he pushed a cabinet in front of it to keep it shut. “That
should hold for the rest of the night. I will see about getting it
fixed tomorrow.”

“Thank you.”

“We should return upstairs. It is almost
morning and you haven’t slept much.”

“Could we check on father first?”

“Of course.” Vicar Trent smiled kindly at her
and nodded. Together they walked to her father’s room and looked
inside. He rested peacefully, as did Perkins who snored quietly
from his chair. Taking the lamp from Grace, Vicar Trent led her
back upstairs to her room.

“I should have thought to bring a broom.”

“It will keep until tomorrow.”

She hesitated before moving further into her
room. What if the person had come back and was hiding in the house?
What if he came for her while Vicar Trent slept? “I don’t want to
be alone.”

“I don’t think that is wise.”

She turned and looked at him. “Please.” She
couldn’t be alone. Her heart raced with fear at being in here by
herself.

Vicar Trent sighed. “Very well.” He followed
her into the room and waited while she crawled back into bed before
settling in the chair in front of the fire.
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“She is fine mother. Just go back
downstairs.”

Matthew stirred in his chair, trying to make
sense of what was around him. Surprisingly he had found sleep, but
what was Audrey Montgomery doing here?

“Well something isn’t right. You look at bit
shocked.”

Was that Mrs. Montgomery’s voice? What was
she doing in the hall outside of Grace’s room?

“No, everything is fine.” Miss Montgomery
dropped her voice to a whisper.

“What are you hiding, Audrey? Do not push me
away.”

Matthew stood and looked for a place to hide.
That woman couldn’t find him here. It was bad enough when she found
him and Grace exiting the barn yesterday, he couldn’t imagine what
the woman would do, or say, if she found him in her bedchamber.
Across the room was the bathing chamber but he couldn’t enter it
without crossing in front of the door to the hall. The armoire was
also on the opposite wall, though he loathed the idea of have to
hide in such a place. There was nothing on this side of the room
save hiding beneath the bed and he refused to hide as if he had
done something wrong.

“Grace is sleeping mother. I don’t want to
disturb her.”

Matthew sat back in the chair and slouched.
Perhaps Mrs. Montgomery wouldn’t notice him if she came in.

“I want to see that she is uninjured.”

“I said she was fine.”

The next sound Matthew heard was a gasp,
which he assumed was from the mother. Then Grace spoke.

“Mrs. Montgomery, what are you doing
here?”

“Nobody answered the door when we called and
we knew you were here,” Miss Montgomery began.

“Hush, Audrey,” her mother insisted.

But Miss Montgomery continued. “We went
around back to see if you were in the barn and saw that the back
door was broken and open. That is when we saw the bloody bandages
and after the attack on your father, I wanted to make sure you and
your father were unharmed.”

“That is very kind of you, Audrey,” said
Grace. “But as you can see, I am well.”

“But you are not alone,” Mrs. Montgomery
hissed.

Matthew groaned and sat up. “It isn’t as it
looks.”

“That is what you said yesterday. A
gentleman does not spend the night in the room of an unattached
woman.”

Matthew stood. “I can explain.”

“There is no need.” The woman stuck her nose
in the air and marched out the door. “Come along Audrey, I no
longer feel it is right that you associate with Grace.”

“But mother, at least let them explain.”

“There is nothing to explain. I saw enough
with my own eyes.”

“Oh dear, that woman is going to make trouble
again,” Grace muttered.

Though he had put off marriage until he could
come to know her better, Matthew now knew that time was at an end.
As soon as it could be arranged he would write to his brother about
obtaining a Special License, or perhaps write to the vicar in the
next town about performing the ceremony. Did a vicar cry the banns
for himself in his own church? He had never come across that issue
before and would write and ask about that as well. Of course, this
was assuming Grace would marry him. But what choice did she really
have?
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Grace just knew Mrs. Montgomery was going to
make trouble for Vicar Trent. All the man had done was come to her
aid, and make her feel safe, and for that Audrey’s mother was going
to spread more vicious rumors about him. Why were they here so
early today?

Grace glanced at the clock. Goodness, it was
nearly eleven in the morning. How could she have slept so late,
again? Of course, she had slept very little last night. The sun was
about to rise when she last closed her eyes.

Regardless, she needed to get a start on her
chores because cows did not milk themselves.

“I’ll meet you downstairs.”

“Yes, thank you.”

She scrambled to find a dress she could wear
to go about her chores. When she was clothed Grace brushed out her
hair and tied it behind her and then removed her slippers, adding
thicker stockings and put on her boots. On her way out of the house
she stopped to check on her father. There was no change, other than
he had a bit more color today, and made her way to the barn. Inside
she found Matthew already on a stool milking a cow. Beside him was
Clive. Grace settled at the side of the next cow. The three of them
worked quietly until all of the cows had been milked. When it came
time to collect the eggs, Matthew took only from the uncovered
nests and held the basket as Grace gathered the rest.

“I need you to find my brother, Jordan, and
tell him it is urgent that he come here,” Vicar Trent explained to
Clive as the lad hopped up onto the seat of his wagon.

“I will, sir. I promise.”

“Why do you need your brother?” Grace asked
after the lad drove off.

“You need servants in this house, and guards.
At least until we know who tried to kill you last night.”

A chill ran up her spine. “It is kind of you
to want to help, but I cannot afford servants, and especially
guards.”

He grasped her gently around the top of her
arms. “I insist and will pay for them myself.”

“You can’t afford them anymore than I can. I
know how low a vicar’s salary is in this town.”

He smiled down at her and she thought she
heard a slight chuckle. “Don’t worry. I have the funds.”

“I don’t want you to go out of your way for
our benefit.”

His hands went from her upper arms to Grace’s
waist and he pulled her closer. “This is hardly out of the way. If
you haven’t noticed, you have become rather important to me.”

How important? She was wishing she could ask
that question but did not want to press him. And what if it was
because of guilt from last night? “Vicar Trent, you don’t have to
feel obligated to me because of last night.”

“I don’t.”

“I know I shouldn’t have kissed you and I
apologize for putting you into an uncomfortable position.”

“Didn’t I make it clear last evening that I
had wanted to kiss you for a very long time?”

Yes he had, but she wasn’t sure if he said
those words last night just to make her feel better or if he truly
meant them. She hoped that he meant them but could anything be
trusted when they were a result of the position they found
themselves in during the middle of the night?

“It is better if it is forgotten.”

She glanced away, unable to look into his
eyes. While she dearly wished he would declare himself, Grace also
suspected that if he did, it was because he felt responsible for
her, or wanted to protect her because of the danger, or take care
of her because of her father, or felt obligated to do the right
thing because he had kissed her last night and touched her body in
a manner that should not have been allowed outside of marriage, and
they had been in her bedroom. If she was convinced he was pursuing
her for herself, then she would welcome the attention. But Grace
was just as certain his interest had more to do with the other
reasons than simply wishing to be with her.

“I should go check on father.” She pulled
away and practically ran into the house, never actually answering
his question.

Mrs. Thomas had just delivered a cup of tea
and Perkins had father sitting higher, though still reclined on
pillows, but he was drinking the tea. Perhaps he would have the
energy to eat something of substance later.

He glanced up and his eyes met hers. They
were still sad. Oh, why had he tried to kill himself? Didn’t he
know what his loss would do to her?

Of course she was being selfish. His life was
far more difficult than hers since he had little control over his
own body and his brother wanted to lock him away.

She must make him want to live and Grace
pasted a smile on her face and crossed the room. “How are you this
morning, Papa?”

He shrugged. At least he was
communicating.

She grasped his free hand. “You had me so
worried. Don’t you ever try anything so foolish again?” Against her
will tears welled in her eyes. “I love you and I don’t know what I
would do without you. Please promise me.”

He turned his hand over and gave her a quick
squeeze.

Grace sniffed and nodded. “Then it is
forgotten.” And she would do her best to forget it and try her
hardest to be a better daughter and protect her father from his
brother.

“Breakfast will be ready shortly. Why don’t
you and Vicar Trent join me in the dining room?”

The thought of a real breakfast made Grace’s
stomach grumble. Her father must have heard it because he gave her
a half smile and let go of her hand. She bent to kiss him on the
forehead. “I’ll be back later.”

Vicar Trent was already seated at the table
as was Mr. Thomas when Grace entered. Mrs. Thomas came in from the
kitchen with plates of food. The rich aromas set her mouth watering
and Grace loaded more food on her plate than normal. It was if she
hadn’t eaten in days. And, perhaps she hadn’t. What had she eaten
last and when was it? She couldn’t recall. So much of it was a blur
after she had come home to find out her father had fallen down the
stairs.
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Matthew sat back in his chair, pleasantly
full and sipped the tea as Grace’s words rang in his head. It is
better if it is forgotten. As if it were even possible to
forget that moment when their lips met, her body against his, her
breast cupped in his hand. He shifted in his seat, grateful the
table hid his growing desire. Perhaps it was best to put it from
his mind at the moment, but he would never forget.

The meal had helped clear some of the fog
from his brain and Mrs. Thomas was a wonderful cook and he hoped he
could engage her services in the future. After all, she had cooked
for the Coopers since the accident so there was no reason why she
could not continue with the same employment.

Everyone had finished eating but nobody moved
from their seat. It had been a late night, especially for
Grace.

The silence was disturbed by knocking on the
front door. Mrs. Thomas stood before anyone could react and left to
answer. A moment later she was back in the room, followed by
Jordan.

“What did you do, Matt?”

Matthew straightened. “What do you mean? I
haven’t done anything.”

He laughed. “Well, according to Mrs.
Montgomery, that isn’t the case.”

Matthew glanced across the table at Grace.
Her cheeks were turning a lovely shade of pink. “She has
embellished an innocent situation.”

“Then you didn’t spend the night in Miss
Cooper’s room.”

Mr. and Mrs. Thomas gasped and Matthew looked
at them. “Miss Cooper had a nightmare and was frightened. I slept
in the chair in front of the fire.” He turned and glared at Jordan.
“And, the door was wide open all night.”

They nodded as if that explained everything
and went back to drinking their tea. Well, at least not everyone
thought lowly of him and Miss Cooper.

“I told you the woman was mistaken. This is
Matt. Father’s perfect gentleman and vicar.”

John walked in behind Jordan with Elizabeth
on his arm. Great, his entire bloody family was here. Well, half of
them anyway.

Matthew stood and walked to his brothers. “I
thought you were going to see Elizabeth’s grandfather and then be
off to Scotland.”

John glanced behind Matthew and seemed to
take in the room. “Our plans changed. The friend I was seeking is
no longer there.

“I am sorry to hear,” Matthew said. “Do you
know where your friend traveled to?” They all needed to know where
Adele and Julia were, especially if they thought to travel to
London. John needed to stop them before they ruined the lives of
Rose and Madeline. After all, it was Adele who chose to leave. What
right did she have to return only to disrupt everyone’s lives?

“No, but I hope to catch up to them when I do
learn.”

Jordan took a seat at the table and Mrs.
Thomas poured him a cup of tea. “John and Elizabeth were visiting
when that lad came for me.” This time Jordan glanced at the
occupants in the room. “Has something happened to Mr. Cooper?”

“He is recovering,” Grace answered before
Matthew could.

“Then why the urgency?”

“There was an attempt on Miss Cooper’s life
last night.

Both John and Elizabeth stiffened and looked
at each other. They shared a look but Matthew couldn’t read
anything into it.

“What happened,” John asked.

Matthew quickly explained. John and Elizabeth
both nodded and kept looking about the room, into the foyer.
Matthew wasn’t certain what to make of it because it wasn’t as if
they were being nosy and snooping, but checking windows and
such.

“I need someone to keep an eye on the family
and the house. And, I need to find someone to fix the back
door.”

“I can fix the door,” Mr. Thomas offered.

“I would be very grateful,” Grace thanked
him.

At least that was one thing off of his
mind.

“Why would someone want to kill Mr. Cooper
and then try to kill Miss Cooper?” Jordan asked. “I find it hard to
believe Stillwaite would go to such extremes, but he is the only
one who would have anything to gain.”

Matthew didn’t answer. It was not his place
to tell the truth behind Mr. Cooper’s fall. It was a private family
matter, though he and the Thomas’ knew. “I am more concerned with
who would wish to do Miss Cooper harm,” Matthew finally stated. “We
are not certain it is the same person.”

“It would be odd that two separate people are
trying to do them harm,” Jordan insisted.

As much as he would like to enlighten his
brother, Matthew would not do that.

“You may tell them,” Miss Cooper said after a
moment, her voice low.

“I don’t think that is necessary.”

“You asked your brother here to help, did you
not?” Her eyes bore into hers.

“Yes,” Matthew answered after a moment. He
knew he could not protect the family alone and it had been his
intention to simply ask Jordan to stay with Grace while he hired
staff and guards. But he wasn’t even sure who he could trust. What
if he hired the very person who had broken in here last night?
Grace looked to Jordan, then John and lastly Elizabeth. “I just ask
that you never breathe a word of what Vicar Trent tells you.”

They nodded and looked to Matthew.

“Let’s clear the table,” Grace announced and
began gathering dishes. Mrs. Thomas did the same. “Why don’t you go
to the library and you can explain to your family.”

“I’ll see about fixing the door.” Mr. Thomas
walked off into the kitchen.

“I’ll bring tea in a moment,” Mrs. Thomas
offered.

It was as if none of them could leave the
room quick enough.

“What is going on, Matt?” Jordan asked when
they were in the hall.

He led them into the library and closed the
door. Once his brothers and Elizabeth were settled he relayed the
truth behind Mr. Cooper’s fall and all the details he could recall
up until this morning. “I originally thought it could have been
Stillwaite or one of the suitors who tried to kill Mr. Cooper.”

“But suitors would gain nothing in the demise
of Miss Cooper,” Elizabeth insisted.

“Exactly,” John agreed.

“And the only person who would gain anything
by Miss Cooper’s death is her uncle,” Jordan surmised.

“Those were my thoughts, but the man I
encountered in her bedchamber was younger. Or at least he moved as
a much younger man would.”

“Perhaps Stillwaite hired someone.” Elizabeth
suggested.

Matthew didn’t know the answer and simply
shook his head. “I need to hire guards and a staff. Miss Cooper
cannot go on without anyone else in the house except her father and
a valet.”

“No you don’t,” John answered.

“Yes, I do,” Matthew insisted. “Who is going
to protect her and I can’t be here all of the time. Already Mrs.
Montgomery has shredded her reputation with her vicious tongue. I
can’t remain here a third night or Miss Cooper’s reputation will
never recover.”

“Who would you hire?” Jordan asked.

“That is the problem. I have not lived here
long enough to know who to trust.”

“You know us,” Elizabeth smiled at him.

It was kind of Elizabeth to want to help but
the most she could do was act as a chaperone. “Thank you, but I
need someone who can protect Miss Cooper.”

Elizabeth turned to John. “I believe your
brother just insulted me.”

John chuckled and lifted the back of her hand
to his lips and kissed her knuckles. “He simply doesn’t know you
the way I do.”

Yet another woman he did not understand.
Though he certainly hadn’t meant to insult her, Matthew wasn’t
certain how he had.

John continued to hold his wife’s hand and
let it rest in the space between them on the settee. “As you have
shared your secret, I will share mine and Elizabeth’s.”

Jordan and Matthew both leaned forward. What
could they possibly tell them that nobody could know? Was Elizabeth
increasing? They had certainly been married long enough for that
occurrence to happen, but if that were the case, it wouldn’t remain
a secret long.

“Why do you think I was on the Continent?”
John asked.

“Gallivanting and avoiding buying a
commission,” Jordan chuckled.

“Would you be surprised if I told you I
worked for the Home Office?”

It took a moment for his words to sink in.
“What exactly were you doing?”

“For the most part working in the stables at
Tuileries and gathering information about Napoleon and the French
and passing anything pertinent on.”

Matthew looked between Elizabeth and John and
back again. His brother was serious.

“Did father know?” Jordan asked.

“Not until I returned. I was able to tell him
right before he died.”

“You were a spy?” Matthew asked for
clarification.

“As was I,” Elizabeth interjected.

“I thought you were a widow living in the
south of France until my brother stumbled across you.” Jordan said.
“Are you telling us that isn’t true either?”

It was hard enough to believe his brother had
been working as a spy, but Elizabeth? She was a gently bred lady.
Her grandfather was the Duke of Danby and her father a vicar.

She smiled at the look of confusion on his
face. “I was a maid. I had the opportunity to search Napoleon’s
office, often, and passed onto John any information I
gathered.”

Both John and Matthew fell back into their
chairs at the same time.

John laughed. “I do love telling people. The
look of utter astonishment is always enjoyable.”

“Yes,” Elizabeth agreed. “But if we tell many
more people, it won’t remain a secret and we still work for the
Home Office.”

“You didn’t quit when you were married?”
Matthew couldn’t believe John would allow his wife to remain in
such dangerous work.

“We can’t return to France right now.” She
shrugged. “There are things we can do in England, for the
moment.”

“I am still not sure how you can help Miss
Cooper,” Matthew said after a few moments.

This time Elizabeth laughed. “One can’t be a
spy without being able to know how to protect oneself.”

“Or know how to shoot, fight, maim or even
kill,” John added.

“We can search without anyone knowing we were
there,” Elizabeth continued. “I know the weakness in this home
already.”

Matthew looked around the room.

“If I wished to break in, I already know how
I would go about doing so and you would never know.”

The thought that this home was so vulnerable
sent a chill up Matthew’s spine.

“Trust me, Matt.” John leaned forward. “You
don’t need guards you simply need me and Elizabeth.”

“You don’t need servants either,” Elizabeth
added.

“Someone has to cook, and help with the
house.”

Elizabeth grinned. “I will.”

“You?”

“I started off in the kitchens at the palace
and worked my way up to maid.” She shrugged. “Besides, it is better
if you don’t have others in the house since you don’t know who
tried to kill Miss Cooper.”
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“You have a caller, Miss Cooper.”

Grace glanced up from her chair beside her
father’s bed to find Mrs. Thomas in the doorway. “Who is it?”
Please don’t let it be Richards, Thorn or Draker.

“Lord Crew.”

Relief shot through her body and she jumped
from her seat. “Thank goodness.”

She rushed out of the room to find him in the
parlor with Vicar Trent and his brothers and sister-in-law.

He stood when she entered. “How is your
father?”

“He will recover.”

“There hasn’t been a hearing yet, has
there?”

“No.” She quickly assured him. “Lord Brachton
wanted to wait.”

“I will have a word with that young man as
soon as I leave here.”

“That won’t be necessary.” She glanced up to
find the man they were just speaking of standing in the door.

Grace quickly came to her feet. “Lord
Brachton, welcome.”

He sauntered into the room and bowed before
her. “I was sorry to hear about your father. Did I hear correctly
that he is recovering?”

“Yes.”

“Good. For his sake and yours.”

“Please, have a seat. I will ring for more
tea.”

Lord Brachton nodded to the occupants in the
room and settled into a chair beside the settee where Mr. and Mrs.
Trent sat. Everyone already seemed to know each other so Grace
didn’t bother with introductions.

“What would you tell me, Crew, if there were
a hearing?”

“That despite his inability to talk, Mr.
Cooper is of sound mind.”

Brachton nodded. “I suspected as much.”

Grace turned to him, a bit surprised. “You
did.”

“I’ve known Vicar Trent too long. Had he been
concerned about your father’s mental capabilities he would have let
me know without hurting you in the process.”

Relief flowed through her.

“But Stillwaite isn’t about to give up. He
visited me this morning demanding that a hearing be held
immediately.”

“I don’t know what he hopes to gain,” Lord
Crew announced. “Even if my friend is found in need of confinement,
guardianship of Grace would not go to him.”

Brachton leaned forward. “What do you
mean?”

“Of course, I am only assuming. But in his
will, Cooper named me Grace’s guardian if anything to happen to
him. If I could not see to the task, Vicar Merker was named. He was
very clear, at least vocally, that his brother was to have no
control over Grace or the estate.”

“When did he write this will?”

“Five years before his accident.”

A slow smile came to Brachton’s lips. “I now
know what to do.”

“You do,” Grace asked anxiously.

“I will agree that guardianship is
necessary.”

“But it isn’t,” Grace interrupted.

Brachton held up his hand to silence her.
“Stillwaite is insisting on a guardianship, and I will agree.
However, I will name Lord Crew as that guardian.” He paused and
looked around. “Who might have a copy of the will?”

“Mr. Larkin,” Crew answered. “He is the
solicitor and took over when Cooper was injured.”

“I will read it myself and I assume that what
your father wanted for you goes for himself as well.”

Lord Crew chuckled.

“It is up to Lord Crew to decide what to do
with you and Mr. Cooper, and I can wash my hands of this mess.”

“He won’t have a chance in the courts,” Mr.
Jordan Trent offered.

Grace wheeled on him. He worked for her uncle
and they had just talked openly about this in front of him. “Are
you going to help him fight Lord Crew?”

“No,” he insisted. “As Matt, I suspect
Stillwaite was behind the attack on you. The moment he started
harming someone he ceased being my client. Besides, I was only to
help him purchase land, not commit a man to Bedlam or murder his
daughter.”

“Thank you.”

“This entire situation has gotten out of
control, Grace,” Lord Crew stated, his light hazel eyes boring into
hers.

“What do you mean?”

“I was in town before I came here. There are
some unflattering rumors floating around with regard to you and
Vicar Trent.”

Her face began to heat. She could only
imagine what Mrs. Montgomery was telling everyone. Someone had to
speak the truth before Vicar Trent was ruined in the eyes of the
community.

“Audrey will dispel the rumors. She was here
with her mother.”

“I am not sure even Miss Montgomery can stop
the innuendos and what people are beginning to believe.”

There was no hope for it. She needed to
distance herself from Vicar Trent before the entire town turned on
him, though they should know better than to listen to anything Mrs.
Montgomery said. “I am afraid I must ask you to leave, Vicar
Trent.”

“Pardon?” He stood and turned toward her.

“You heard me.” She pointed to the door. “I
thank you for the assistance you have been the past few days, but I
want you to leave now. It is for the best.”

He stepped toward her. “We did nothing
wrong.”

Grace moved back. “It doesn’t matter. It is
best that you distance yourself from me. I will not have your name
sullied further. Please go.”

Vicar Trent glanced around the room as if
looking for help from someone, but even his brothers nodded their
head in agreement with Grace.

“Very well.” He turned and stomped from the
room. The sound of the front door shutting reverberated through the
house. She felt the loss of his presence immediately.
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Matthew settled behind his desk to work on
his sermon and stopped. What he had already written and his books
were at the Cooper household. Was that a good enough excuse to
return? He had missed Grace last evening. After he returned home he
bathed and had a light meal, but had nothing to do until bedtime.
For most of his adult life he had lived alone and never was without
something to occupy his mind, but he was at a loss and it took
everything in him not to ride to her home and check that she was
safe. Despite how tired he was, it had taken hours for him to fall
asleep. He tossed and turned; worrying that someone would get into
her house and do her harm. It didn’t matter that John and Elizabeth
were there to protect her, he should be the one.

This morning hadn’t been much better because
he found a note on his table that the young woman he had hired to
clean, cook and do laundry resigned her position. Her parents
thought it best that she not spend time in his home, despite him
being a vicar.

It didn’t really matter because soon he would
be living with Grace in her home, as her husband. Perhaps the
marriage would repair any damage Mrs. Montgomery caused. He could
only pray that was the case.

“I thought you might need these.”

Matthew glanced up to find Jordan standing in
the door with the items he had left at the Coopers. “How is Miss
Cooper and her father this morning?”

“They are doing well. Mr. Cooper is awake
more and has even eaten food.”

“Miss Cooper must be relieved.” Matthew took
the books and foolscap from Jordan. “Nobody tried to break in?”

“John and Elizabeth said it was a quiet
night.”

As much as Matthew was pleased that Grace was
safe, it galled him that she didn’t need him.

Jordan settled into the chair before his
desk. “What are your plans?”

“What do you mean?”

“The people in the town have nothing better
to talk about but the fact that you remained in the household two
nights.”

“Did you explain?”

“I tried, but they want to believe the
worst.”

Matthew sighed and pinched the bridge of his
nose. “I will speak with Lord Crew. I already decided, after Mrs.
Montgomery came to the house, that I would need to marry
Grace.”

“I am glad to hear it.”

Matthew and Jordan turned to the door. The
man was entering the room. What was it about this town that nobody
knocked on doors and seemed to appear when they were being spoken
about? It was happening far too much and Matthew vowed to keep
every door locked even in the middle of the day.

Jordan stood. “I will leave the two of you to
work out the details. Do let me know when the marriage is to take
place.” He grinned and left the room.

Matthew stood. “Can I get you anything, Lord
Crew?”

“No, I am fine.” He settled into the seat
Jordan had vacated. “Are you marrying Grace because of rumors and
her reputation?”

“Yes,” Matthew answered without pause.

The man leaned forward. “Do you care for
her?”

Matthew thought for a moment. “Yes, I
do.”

“Do you love her?”

Love? It was such a strong word. He liked her
well enough. Desired her like no woman before. Thought of her
constantly and worried that she was safe, or how she would get on
if something happened to her father. He wanted to take her burdens
away so she could have comfort and be cared for. He wanted her to
have servants so she didn’t need to worry about the cows and
chickens, or how she would have enough money to get by. Was that
love?

“I don’t know,” he answered honestly. “I do
care for her deeply, however. I am not sure I’ve known her long
enough to love her.”

Lord Crew smiled. “I think you do. You have
my blessing.”

“Aren’t you worried that I can provide for
her and her father?”

The man chuckled. “I knew your father,
disagreeable fellow, and how financially set you are. That is the
least of my concerns.”

“Then perhaps I should ride to the next town
to engage the vicar in performing the ceremony.”

“Lad, I suggest you ride to Gretna Green
posthaste and not give this town any more time to add gossip to the
already growing inferno.”

“Miss Cooper will not wish to leave her
father. Even if we do not stop along the way, it will take at least
two days to get to Scotland and even longer to Gretna.”

“You don’t have to be married in Gretna
Green. Anywhere over the border will do.”

“I don’t think Grace will wish to be away for
the better part of a week, which it will take even if we only stop
long enough to be married and return.”

“I will convince her it is for the best.” The
man stood to take his leave.

“Please, let me speak with her first, and at
least ask for her hand.” The least he could do was to actually ask
her to marry him since nobody else had bothered to do so.
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Grace wandered the house on Saturday, trying
to find something to keep her busy. Her father was on his way to
recovery and Mr. and Mrs. Trent had taken up residence and doing
all manner of repairs, when Mrs. Trent wasn’t in the kitchen.

She corrected their names in her mind. They
were John and Elizabeth, which they insisted she call them. It
seemed odd that these two practical strangers had taken control of
her home, but she could not find it in her to discourage them. It
was a relief to not have to worry at the moment.

The back door had been repaired by Mr. Thomas
before she retired last night and John had put new locks on almost
every window and door. She didn’t understand the necessity, but she
did feel safer for them being there.

It was strange milking the cows this morning
on her own as well. She had done this for the past two years
without anyone else about, yet in just two days Grace had become
used to Vicar Trent’s presence in the barn. What was he doing
today? He hadn’t returned since she asked him to leave yesterday.
It was unkind given he had done nothing except take care of her and
help these last days. He could have left that first night, but he
stayed to help watch over her father and on the second night to
protect her.

A shiver ran down her spine. Had he not been
there the assailant might very well have succeeded in murdering
her. She shook the thoughts from her mind. She didn’t want to think
about that now. In the cold dark of the night it had been bad
enough. Thankfully she had suffered only one nightmare. Elizabeth
had come to check on her. Grace had felt silly after that. Grace
would have much preferred it to have been Vicar Trent who came to
her room, but that would never be again.

It was best if she distance herself from him.
Enough damage had been done. He was a pillar of the community and
had other parishioners to see to. They had gone without his counsel
for over two days and it was unfair of her to demand more of his
time and attention. Besides, if he remained in her company his
reputation might never recover, though she doubted it would suffer
as much as hers. Not that Grace cared. The people in this community
had known her since she was born and if they chose to believe Mrs.
Montgomery over her than they had never been her friends.

Of course that was easy to say now, but what
if they shunned her when she went into town?

No, they wouldn’t.

“Excuse me, Miss Cooper there is a delivery
for you.”

Grace accepted the letter from Mrs. Thomas
and walked to the window where she tore the seal and unfolded the
parchment.

 


Miss Cooper,

 


We regret to inform you that you are being
relieved of your position as Sunday school teacher. Word of your
recent activities, questionable company and behavior has been
brought to our attention and we no longer feel you are a proper
role model of high moral character for the children.

 


Mr. Thaddeus Thatcher, Mayor

 


She sank into the chair and stared at the
letter. Grace wasn’t sure if she was more upset about losing the
position and the few funds it provided, or the fact that the
counsel actually believed the harmful gossip. Not one of them
bothered to even ask her version of the events and simply believed
a disagreeable woman.

Tears sprang to her eyes and she swiped them
away before anyone could see.

If they sacked her from this position, had
they done the same to Vicar Trent? She bit her bottom lip to keep
from crying out in anger. What would he do if he were let go. It
was his only income? What if his superiors learned, would they
assign him another church or would he not be given a parish again?
He has known his entire life that he was to be a vicar, where would
that leave him now.

No, they couldn’t. If he was relieved of his
duties she would march right to his superiors and explain the
truth, if any of them would listen.

In the meantime, she must no longer associate
with Vicar Trent because that was best for him. No matter how much
she missed him, and she missed him deeply for only knowing him for
such a short time, and it had only been a day since she had seen
him, she would not visit or talk to him. She must learn to face her
problems on her own and not seek him out. She had gotten by before
he moved to town and she would do so again. The only time Grace
vowed to see Vicar Trent was on Sunday mornings for services.
Nobody could fault her for going to church and if she did not speak
with him then he would escape from this unscathed.

Banging on the front door drew her out of her
thoughts and Grace wandered into the foyer. Elizabeth rushed from
the kitchen, a hand in her pocket. John began down the stairs. It
was as if they were here to protect her. In a way they were, but
she couldn’t see how much help they would be except someone would
be less likely to try and get to her or her father with more people
around.

John paused in the middle of the stairs and
nodded to Elizabeth. She opened the door and before anyone could
utter a greeting her uncle stormed inside the house.

“What is the meaning of this?” he
bellowed.

Given her uncle was the one given to fits,
Grace had a moment of wondering if perhaps he should be the one in
Bedlam, she couldn’t begin to guess what he was angry about this
time. “You will need to be more specific.” Unless he had heard
about Vicar Trent spending the night in this house twice. He had
been livid when she rode in the carriage with him. The latest might
bring on an apoplexy.

“I will fight Crew over guardianship. He has
no right to take what should be mine.”

Grace stiffened. “Yours? This is my father’s
home, and mine. He is the one who worked for it, turned it into the
home he wanted.” She had intentionally kept her voice calm and low
as she had no wish to argue with the man.

“As his brother what is rightfully his should
go to me. It is a right of inheritance.”

“Inheritance flows the opposite direction,”
John said as he sauntered down the stairs. “As a lord you have
little choice in what becomes of your estate and title. As the
younger son, Mr. Cooper can name anyone he chooses as guardian over
Miss Cooper, and you would have the right as well if you were her
father, but nobody can dictate who inherits upon his death.”

“You, you…,” Stillwaite blustered, his
face turning red with rage.

“And, my father is not about to die,” she
added in a quiet tone.

Stillwaite wheeled on Grace, wagging his
finger in her face. “I will fight this. I know what is best for
this land, your father and you.” With that he wheeled around and
marched out the door, slamming it behind him.

Elizabeth rushed forward and turned the
lock.

“Do you think he will be successful?”

John chuckled. “By the time Stillwaite
manages to get through the courts you will be married and probably
have a child or two.”

It was unlikely those things would come to be
but it gave Grace some peace in knowing her uncle would be
unsuccessful.
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Matthew stared out at the congregation. Two
weeks ago there were barely enough seats for everyone. The second
week it had still been full. Today there were barely two dozen
people. Miss Cooper sat with Jordan and Elizabeth. John must have
remained at the house with Mr. Cooper and Perkins. The sermon he
had begun preparing last week lay on his desk in the parsonage.
Given everything that had occurred, he had written a new one, but
it was no longer necessary either. The people in the pews already
knew this lesson or they wouldn’t be here. The ones who truly
needed to hear it were at home or attending church in the next
village.

Miss Montgomery sat toward the back, her
mother was absent. Of all the people who needed to be taught it was
Mrs. Montgomery but he doubted she would change. Matthew closed his
eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. He should not be
judgmental, not in a church, but he was angry. Not so much for
himself but for Grace. If the parishioners did not attend services
because of what they had heard, how were they going to treat her?
Even Mrs. Phillips was absent so there would be no music today
either.

Matthew closed his Bible and looked over the
faces once again. Grace’s was drawn and pale. He prayed her father
hadn’t suffered a setback, but feared it was because of how she had
been received and the lack of attendance this morning.

“I was going to speak on the damage of
gossip,” he began. “But most of you already know the repercussions
or you wouldn’t be here right now.” He felt a smile pull at his
lips. “I had a great sermon prepared and it is a shame that those
who need to hear it most won’t. I will not deliver it today.
Instead, I will ask that we each pray for those who did not join
us. Ask God to show them the error in their thinking, to see behind
the deceit, to understand and see the truth.”

Grace looked down at her lap. Matthew
wondered what she was thinking.

“I fear that my actions this week have caused
harm to this church and the community, and for that I
apologize.”

She looked up and opened her mouth as if to
protest. Matthew knew she would not. At least not here in the
church. “Some of you know what I am about to share, others do
not.”

She closed her mouth and a contemplative look
came upon her face.

“I am the third son of an earl. Before I
could read I was told I would be a vicar. My father demanded that I
be a perfect vicar, not just any vicar.” Matthew felt
himself warming to this new topic, as if he were about to free
himself of a burden. “I studied hard and received excellent marks.
Nothing else was acceptable. I never allowed myself to consider
doing something else. My father would have never allowed it even if
I had. I would have only been wishing for the impossible and become
unhappy. So, I accepted my lot in life and worked to become the
best vicar I could be.”

Jordan began smiling, as if he understood
what Matthew was about to impart.

“However, I never felt the desire to be a
vicar.”

There were a few gasps in the room.

“If a man is to serve God with all of his
heart, preach and counsel, shouldn’t that desire burn deep within
him? Most of the vicars and ministers I have met in my life had
that passion or need. I have never possessed it. Does that make me
a bad vicar?”

There were a few that shook their heads.

“I love God and I pray, and my faith is
strong, but I don’t have that deep burning need to get up before
you each Sunday morning, to spend all my hours writing the perfect
sermon, to call on the parishioners because I am concerned about
their soul. I want to become friends with those whom I share a
community, converse and share their life, not simply be present
when there is a crisis, or I noticed they weren’t attending
services. Few people wish to truly befriend a vicar because they
don’t wish to be judged.”

There were a few surprised looks. “Look to
yourself and you will understand. Do you behave the same, use the
same words, and discuss the same topics with friends as you do your
vicar?”

There were a few sheepish looks shared
between husbands, wives and friends. They knew he spoke the truth
as well as he.

Grace’s eyes grew wide and she was the only
one who did not look away from him, other than Elizabeth and
Jordan. He had shocked her, of that he was certain. Would she think
poorly of him after he finished. Would she reject his offer of
marriage in the end, because of this?

“Frankly, I don’t want to be a vicar.”

A few more parishioners gasped. Lord Crew
began to smile, which helped relieve some of Matthews’s concern
about his future with Grace.

“I could work to fix the concerns that have
risen over the past few days. I could visit each member of this
community and explain my actions until I brought everyone back to
the church. But it angers me that I should have to do so. Miss
Cooper has been a member of this community since birth. There was
an attempt on her father’s life. While he lay in his bed, close to
death, I remained by her side as her minister. The only other
person in the house was Perkins, Mr. Cooper’s valet. I did not know
if anyone would come back to the house and try to kill Mr. Cooper
again, nor was I sure he would live through the night. What kind of
minister would I be if I had left the family alone? It never
occurred to me that Miss Cooper’s reputation might suffer because
of my actions. She was barely aware I was there because she would
not leave her father’s side.”

A few of those in the pew sat forward, as if
listening to every word, taking it all in.

“Early in the morning she had finally fallen
asleep by his bed and I dozed in a chair across the room while
Perkins did as well. When she woke the next morning she set about
her chores of milking the cows and gathering eggs. I helped her so
that she might return to her father quickly, and because she was
exhausted and fraught with worry.”

His voice was rising, but he didn’t care.
Those before him needed to know the truth and hopefully they would
tell others and Grace’s reputation would be repaired.

“It was upon leaving the barn that a certain
member of the community, whom shall remain nameless, came across us
and assumed the worst and wasted no time in telling others what she
believed. In truth, given our appearance, most would assume the
same since neither of us had repaired our appearance before seeing
to the cows.”

He paused and looked at them. They still
listened with rapt attention, more so than any sermon he had ever
delivered.

“I did not leave the Cooper household that
day. I feared I would be needed as Mr. Cooper had not yet recovered
enough to be certain he would live. It wasn’t until later that
night that I realized I should have sent into town for someone to
stay with Miss Cooper so that I was not in the house another night.
Thankfully Mr. and Mrs. Thomas visited and decided to sleep in a
room down the hall from Miss Coopers.”

There were a few murmurs and surprised looks.
Clearly Mrs. Montgomery had forgotten to mention there were others
in the house. Perhaps she didn’t even know. Matthew was certain he
would never know as well. “I remained in the parlor in the event
Mr. Cooper needed me and as a guard. Unfortunately I fell asleep
and someone did get by me. I woke to sounds coming from upstairs
and went to investigate. What I found was a man bent over Miss
Cooper trying to smother her with a pillow.”

There were more gasps and murmurs.

“The attacker got away from me and I still do
not know who he was. But, at least Miss Cooper survived, and I
don’t believe she would have had I not been there.”

Some people nodded.

“I know you all heard that I was sleeping in
her room when the same member of this community came to visit.” He
paused and looked at them. Some leaned forward, as if waiting to
see if he admitted to being there. “I was.”

The murmurs the congregation exchanged were
louder this time.

“Following her attack Miss Cooper was
frightened, and rightly so. The assailant had broken the back door
into the house and it could not be sealed tight. As someone had
gotten into the house before, I remained in her room to protect
her. I slept in the chair in front of the fireplace. The door to
her room remained open and Mr. and Mrs. Thomas were in a chamber
one door away.” Matthew knew he wasn’t giving a full accounting of
the night and hedged on the order of events, but he didn’t care. To
tell them the truth would see Grace shunned from society. What
happened between them was private and nobody need know. Especially
since they would soon be married.

He focused his next words on Grace, speaking
directly to her. “I apologize if I am speaking out of turn, but I
wish everyone to know the truth about that night.”

She nodded.

“Did I show poor judgment in remaining in
your room? Yes, I did. But my only concern was for your safety, I
never meant for my decisions to bring harm to you in anyway.”

Her smile was gentle and she nodded.

Matthew once again focused on his
parishioners. “Because I have failed in bringing this community
together, because my actions have made several members of the
congregation pass judgment on me and because I do not possess the
desire to be a vicar, I will be writing my superior when services
have concluded and resign my post.”

There were audible gasps from most in the
room.

“Shall we pray.”
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Grace couldn’t focus. She knew she should be
paying attention to Vicar Trent’s prayer and pray herself, but she
could not stop thinking about his words. He could not quit being a
vicar. It wasn’t fair. What was he going to do? Where would he
live? If he gave up the post, he would no longer be allowed to live
in the vicarage. Where would he go? How would he support himself?
Would he return to London? She might never see him again. She had
to make him change his mind. Even though she vowed not to see him
outside of church, she didn’t want him gone. The thought of never
seeing him again was almost too much to bear.

This was so unfair and Grace wanted to march
over to the Montgomery household and give Audrey’s mother a piece
of her mind.

The prayer must have ended, not that Grace
noticed until everyone around her began to stand. Vicar Trent was
already gone. Was he waiting outside to greet the parishioners like
he did each Sunday morning or had he already returned to the
vicarage to write to his superiors? She had to stop him before he
did something he would regret. Vicar Trent could not have thought
this through. He was simply upset and perhaps tomorrow he would
rethink the matter. He was a perfect vicar and this community
needed him.

The few people that had attended the service
were filing out through the doors and Grace grabbed her reticule
and rushed down the aisle. Audrey stepped into her path.

“I am sorry. I must go.” She really didn’t
want to be so rude to her friend, but she had to speak with Vicar
Trent.

Audrey looked crestfallen. “Are you angry at
me because of my mother?”

Grace stopped and took a deep breath and
turned to her friend. “No, of course not.”

“I am truly sorry. I tried to make her stop,
but mother would have none of it.”

“Nobody can control your mother, Audrey.”
Grace grasped her friend’s hand. “Nobody blames you for what
happened.”

“How is your father?”

Grace felt herself smiling. “He is going to
recover. He is awake more and eating.”

“Oh, that is so good to hear.”

Grace glanced to the door. She didn’t wish to
be rude, but she and Audrey could talk anytime. She needed to stop
Vicar Trent. The few parishioners were lining up and she breathed a
sigh of relief. He hadn’t left, thank goodness. There was still
time to change his mind. She waited until everyone else had left
their seats and took the last place in line. Audrey stood beside
her.

“What would your mother say if she saw you
talking to me?”

“I am sure I would get a lecture. She tried
to keep me from attending services but I pointed out that as a good
Christian, I should be here regardless of the circumstances.”

Grace fought not to giggle. Audrey had
invented more reasons than she could count to avoid attending
services. She hated having to sit for so long. “She believed
you?”

“Mother sees and believes what she
wants.”

“Clearly,” Grace offered in a dry tone.

When they reached the door, Grace stood back
so Audrey could go before her. Vicar Trent greeted those ahead of
them, nodded his head, said thank you a few times, but she couldn’t
quite hear all of the conversation. Hopefully those who had been
listening to him today would spread the facts instead of innuendo
and he might be able to retain his position and good reputation in
the community. Hers would be forever ruined, but Grace couldn’t
find it in herself to care. All that mattered was that Vicar Trent
escaped this madness unscathed. He had done nothing wrong but come
to her aid and for that he was being punished and she would not
stand for it.

“I wish to apologize for the damage my mother
has caused,” Audrey said to Vicar Trent.

He simply chuckled. “I know well enough how
hard it is to live with a difficult parent. Do not worry, Miss
Montgomery. All will be well in the end.”

How could he believe all would be well when
he was leaving? He was abandoning her.

Audrey moved on and Grace stopped before him.
Their eyes met and held. Breath lodged in her chest. Why did this
man have the power to make her speechless? One look into his clear
blue eyes and all thoughts left her mind. She wanted to cling to
him. Kiss him. Hold on and never let go.

“I would like a word with you Grace, if you
can spare me a moment.”

“Of course, but I don’t wish to cause you any
further trouble.”

He lifted her hand and put it through his
arm. “You are not the one who has caused the trouble, as you well
know.”

“Yes, but others… “

“Hush, forget about the others.”

A few parishioners still stood in front of
the church watching them. She shouldn’t have stayed to speak with
him. This would only fuel the gossip. Lord Crew moved among them,
directing people to their carriages, as if he wished to leave her
and Vicar Trent alone. Surely he knew the damage such a situation
could cause and he was her guardian. What was he about?

When it appeared that almost everyone was on
their way home, Vicar Trent led her to a bench beneath a tree,
which still held a number of its golden and red leaves despite the
winds from the other night.

“I wish to speak with you as well.” She
settled onto the bench and he took a seat beside her.

“What do you wish to tell me?” Humor lit his
eyes and he smiled at her. He was at ease in a way that she had
never seen him before. He was more handsome now that his face was
relaxed, as if all tension had been washed away. How could he be so
calm? Wasn’t he worried about his future? He almost looked happy
and she had never seen Vicar Trent happy before.

“I would like you to rethink your
decision?”

“Which decision?”

“About resigning! What other decision could
there be?”

He chuckled before he placed an arm at her
waist and pulled her close. “Oh Grace, I have made many decisions
since I saw you last.”

She struggled to pull away. “What are you
doing? This is unseemly, Vicar Trent.”

“Matthew,” he corrected. “I am no longer a
vicar, or I won’t be for very long.”

She turned to face him, breaking contact.
“That is just it. You must remain a vicar.”

“Is it that important to you?”

“Of course it is important to me.” What did
that even matter? “Have you even thought about the repercussions of
your resignation?”

He laughed this time. “Yes, I have and it is
the best decision. Trust me in this.”
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Grace went pale and her shoulders dropped.
She simply stared at him. Was that disappointment he read in her
eyes? Was it so important to her that he remain a vicar? As much as
he didn’t wish to, if it meant that much to Grace, he would do just
that. Matthew had resented his father for making these decisions in
his life and he had no idea how much of a burden, or how unhappy he
was until he essentially quit today. It was if a weight had been
lifted from him and he was free. He could do and be who he wished.
Yet, he would remain a vicar for Grace. The difference was it would
be of his own choosing if it made her happy.

“What will you do now?”

The euphoria he experience only moments ago
evaporated, replaced by a knot of tension in his stomach. What if
she said no? Matthew took a deep breath. “I think I would like to
be a gentleman farmer.”

Her brows knit together. “But you don’t even
like chickens.”

“I love them on my plate at supper, and I do
enjoy eggs in the morning.”

“So you are leaving?”

His eyes bore into hers. He hadn’t realized
how important it was for her to say yes until this very moment.
What would he do if she rejected him? “No Grace. I am not going
anywhere?”

“Where will you live? They will take the
vicarage from you.”

“I plan on living with you and your father.”
There he said it.

Her eyes grew wide. “You can’t do that. What
would people think? We’ve already scandalized them.”

“I would hope they didn’t think it odd that a
husband live with his wife.”

She opened her mouth and looked as if she
were about to say something, but didn’t. It was as if the words
would not form. Matthew didn’t want to give her any more time to
think and took her hands in his.

“Grace, I would be honored if you would
consent to be my wife.”

She still stared at him. She shook her head,
looked away, and then turned back to him again. “Have you lost your
mind?”

It wasn’t exactly the answer he hoped for,
nor the reaction.

He smiled at her and squeezed her hands. “No,
I have not.”

She yanked them away and stood. “My answer is
no, though I do thank you for the offer.”

She stomped away from him and Matthew rushed
to go after her. “Grace, wait.”

She wheeled around. “I will not have you
rescuing me any longer. It is kind of you to want to save my
reputation, but I will not marry because those in this village
think I am ruined. I refuse to allow you to sacrifice your life,
your future, for me.”

“It is far from a sacrifice.”

“You are only making the offer because you
feel responsible, because you are a gentleman and it is expected
that when a gentleman is found in a young woman’s bedchamber that
he must marry her.”

“No. That isn’t why.”

She faced him, hands fisted on her hips,
practically glaring at him. “If Mrs. Montgomery hadn’t spread her
vicious rumors would you be offering to marry me now?”

Matthew knew he had to be very careful in how
he answered. “No, not now.”

Grace threw up her hands and huffed. “That is
exactly why my answer is no. There is no more emotional attachment
to it than the offers I received from Draker, Thorn or
Richards.”

“They didn’t offer,” Matthew said quietly. “I
am the one asking.”

“I do appreciate being asked for a change.
But I cannot marry you. It would not be right, or fair to you.”

Matthew reached for her but she stepped out
of his reach.

“Did you not hear me say ‘not now’ a few
minutes ago?”

“Yes, but what does that have to do with
anything?”

He took a step toward her but was careful not
to reach out for fear she would run away from him. “I had already
begun thinking about marrying you.”

She stilled and looked at him.

“I was reluctant to declare myself because I
have only known you a few weeks. A marriage is for a lifetime. What
if we didn’t suit?”

“You still don’t know that we will. It is no
reason to marry.”

“There is every reason to marry. I can’t live
without you.”

She tilted her head and studied him.

“I know now that I want you as my wife. I
think I knew it the first moment you walked in to church, tardy by
the way.” He smiled on at her. “I was drawn to you instantly. It
was because I was trying to be reasonable and not allow emotion or
desire to cloud my judgment that I didn’t express myself
sooner.”

“How do you know enough time has passed that
this is the right decision?”

“I don’t. But does anyone ever?”

“Much has happened since you arrived. I
understand your need to set things right. That is no reason to
marry.”

“Are you not listening to me?” He knew he
shouldn’t raise he voice but he had to get through to her. “I don’t
care what anyone thinks any longer. I only know that I desire you.
I get little done because I am thinking about you. I want to have
the luxury of holding and kissing you whenever I wish. I don’t want
to live without you.”

She was staring up at him.

He took a deep breath. “Grace, I think I am
in love with you.”

Her eyes began to glisten with tears. He
prayed they were from happiness and not because she was about to
hurt him by setting him aside.

A shot rang out.

Grace stiffened and her eyes grew wide before
she collapsed against Matthew.
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Grace’s arm burned as if someone had set it
on fire. What had happened and why was Matthew holding her? She
tried to push away from him, but pain shot through her arm. He
lowered her to the ground and covered her body with his. She would
object but her arm hurt too badly and she was rather confused.

Another shot rang out and Matthew brought his
head down, covering hers.

Then there was silence with the exception of
his breathing in her ear. It was difficult to breath with him lying
on top of her, but Grace wasn’t sure she should object. Had someone
just shot at them? Was that why her arm hurt? Slowly everything
around her became clear.

She had been shot right after Matthew
declared his feelings for her. Could she not have one moment of
happiness without someone trying to ruin it?

“Matt?” His brother was calling. Grace turned
her head in that direction and Matthew lifted away from her.

“Are you hurt? Is Miss Cooper?”

Mr. Trent stopped and looked down at
them.

“I am fine. Grace has been shot.” Matthew sat
on the ground beside her and bent to examine her arm.

“I am otherwise fine.” She tried to sit, but
pain shot through her again. Matthew grasped the hand of her
uninjured arm and snaked a hand around her shoulder to help her
sit. “Who did this?”

“Draker,” Mr. Trent answered. “Elizabeth shot
him before he could get away.”

“So that was the other shot we heard.”

We spotted him right as he took aim. We
couldn’t stop him in time, but Elizabeth didn’t hesitate in going
after him.”

“Is he dead?” Grace found herself asking.

Mr. Trent grinned. “No.”

“Bring him to the house. I need to get Grace
home. Ask Elizabeth to go for the doctor.” Matthew ordered everyone
about as he stood and lifted Grace into his arms once again.

“Matt, you don’t have a carriage?”

“I’ll take yours and send someone back for
you and Draker.” He paused and looked over his shoulder. “Do you
think Elizabeth will mind taking my horse into town?”

“No,” she called out.

Grace looked in her direction. Elizabeth
stood over a prostrate Draker, who was moaning and holding his leg.
Her pistol was still in her hand aimed at the man.

Matthew just nodded and continued marching
toward the carriage. The driver rushed to open the door and Matthew
slid into the seat, cradling Grace on his lap. As the conveyance
set into motion, Matthew leaned down and kissed her forehead.

“Did you really mean what you said?” Once she
looked in his eyes again, she had her answer. They shone with love.
No one, besides her parents, had ever looked at her with love in
their eyes. “That you may be falling in love with me?”

A smile tugged at his lips. “I was
wrong.”

The pain in her arm might as well have shot
through her heart.

“I know I have fallen in love with
you.”

The pressure in her chest released.

“I can only hope that one day you can return
those feelings.”

Her heart swelled and happiness burst inside.
Until he voiced his feelings she hadn’t know how she felt about
him. Or, maybe she did, but kept the emotions buried.

“But I do.”

“Do what?” he prompted, hope in his
voice.

“Love you.”
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Matthew had never been so terrified in his
life as when he heard the shot and Grace collapsed against him. Now
all that fear was replaced with happiness. He was bordering on
giddy, something he had never experienced before. If she weren’t
injured he would pull her close and kiss her in a way that left no
doubt to his feelings for her or his desire. However, she was
injured and he could only pray that it was minor. If it were
serious wouldn’t she be unconscious?

The carriage rolled to a stop and the door
swung open. Matthew lifted Grace in his arms and moved toward the
house. The door was opened by John. “Take the coach back to the
church, or hitch a wagon, if there is one, to bring Jordan and
Draker back.

“Draker?” John asked. “What about
Elizabeth?”

“Draker shot Grace. Elizabeth took my horse
to go for the doctor.”

Matthew continued up the stairs, not looking
back to see if John did as he ordered, assuming his brother had. He
carried Grace into her chamber and once she was settled on the bed,
he ripped the sleeve from her dress to better view her arm. Matthew
examined the wound, careful not to move the arm too much. The
bullet grazed through the flesh of her upper arm. “I think you may
need a few stitches.”

Grace strained, trying to see the damage. “I
am sure a bandage is all that is necessary.” She relaxed back on
the bed. “I am just grateful Draker is a poor shot.”

“As am I,” Matthew chuckled. “I hope to be
married quickly.”

“The banns need to be cried, and you need to
ask my father.”

“I will ask your father, of course.” He
smiled. “But, we are going to Scotland the moment you are well
enough to travel.”

“We will not.” Grace tried to push herself up
off the bed.

Matthew grasped her shoulders and gently
pushed her back down. “Yes, we are.”

“But my father won’t be there. I want to be
married in my home, so he can be present.”

“I don’t know how that is possible. It could
take days to obtain a special license.”

“It will take days to get to Scotland and I
won’t be separated from my father. Not right now. If he were better
I would. But what if something happens? What if he suffers a
setback?”

“Hush.” Matthew leaned forward and brushed
his lips against hers. As much as he wanted to rush Grace off to
Scotland and be married immediately, the entire trip would be spent
with her worrying about her father. He would not make her suffer in
such a way. Besides, he hadn’t planned on spending his wedding
night with a fretful bride. Though he was confident Mr. Cooper
would recover in due time, he was selfish enough to want to spend
the first night of his marriage in the most pleasurable way
possible, which meant Grace should not have a worry on her mind. “I
will see about obtaining a special license.”

“Thank you.”

“Isn’t it situations like this that has the
town wagging their tongues about you?” Dr. Norton walked in
chuckling.

Graces face took on a lovely rosy hue and
Matthew removed himself from where he sat on the edge of the
bed.

“I am sorry I wasn’t in church, Vicar Trent.”
The man stifled a yawn behind his hand. “I was up most of the night
over in the next county delivering a baby. Stubborn child didn’t
want to make an appearance until the sun was rising.”

Though he was no longer the vicar of this
village, Matthew was pleased that Dr. Norton hadn’t succumbed to
the gossip and had a very good reason for missing services.

“I was just about to find my bed when Mrs.
Trent started banging on my door.”

“She can be a bit determined,” Matthew
agreed.

“Now, let me examine Miss Cooper. I’ll come
for you when I am done.”

Matthew moved to leave the room and paused to
glance back at Grace one more time. She simply smiled at him. He
closed the door and made his way to Mr. Cooper’s. The man was lying
back against pillows and alert. Perkins stood by the window.

“Might I have a word with Mr. Cooper,
alone?”

Perkins nodded and left the room. Matthew
took a seat beside Mr. Cooper who watched him with interest. There
was so much intelligence behind those faded green eyes. How could
anyone have ever believed he was incompetent?

“Sir, I would like your permission to marry
Grace.”

His eyebrows rose and a smile formed on his
lips.

Matthew explained to Mr. Cooper the situation
he found himself in, his daughter’s current reputation and the
decision to no longer be a vicar. Mr. Cooper simply watched him
intently. What if he denied him Grace’s hand in marriage? No, he
couldn’t think that way.

Mr. Cooper only showed alarm when Matthew
told him what had happened at the church this morning but relaxed
when he was assured Grace would be fine and her injury wasn’t much
more than a scratch.

“I assure you that I am in a financial
position to take care of Grace. I’ve never needed to work, on that
you have my word. If you are in doubt, confirm what I am telling
you with Lord Crew. He knew my father.”

The man gave a slight nod. Was he going to
ask or did he accept what Matthew was telling him. Now had come the
time to ask the question once gain and hope for the right
answer.

“Mr. Cooper. May I have your blessing to
marry Grace?”

The man smiled broadly and nodded his
head.

Relief flowed through Matthew. There was
nothing to stop him now from making Grace his wife.

“Your brother has arrived with Draker and is
asking where to put him,” Perkins announced from the doorway.

Matthew’s first thoughts were Hades, then the
barn, but he didn’t want the man to die from infection setting in
before they had answers. “Put him in the most secure bedchamber
upstairs. I then need you to send someone for Lord Crew and Lord
Brachton.”

“Very good, sir.” Perkins left and Matthew
stood. “I need to go learn what I can.”

Mr. Cooper nodded and Matthew quit the room.
He hadn’t noticed until there was a crisis that it is deuced
inconvenient not having servants around to do ones bidding. He had
lived simply as a vicar with nothing out of the ordinary every
occurring. Since Grace and her family came into his life he
realized how necessary they were from the basic meal, to milking
cows and summoning lords.

As he reached the landing Dr. Norton stepped
out of Grace’s room. “How is she?”

“She talked me out of stitches. Her arm
probably could have used a few, but if she refrains from using it
until it is healed all should be well.”

“Can I see her?”

“She is changing and complaining about
someone ruining a perfectly good dress,” the doctor chuckled. “I
understand I have another patient.”

“Yes, Draker. He was shot after he shot at
Grace.”

Dr. Norton merely shook his head. “None of
this makes any sense to me. I’ve known them both since they were
children. Why would he shoot at Miss Cooper?”

“That is the exact answer I hope to have
eventually.”

Dr. Norton and Matthew followed the sounds of
moaning until they came to an open door. Draker lay on top of the
bed. John and Jordan were on either side of it watching him.
Matthew entered the room and stood at the end of the bed. “Why did
you shoot Grace?”

The man looked at the gentlemen surrounding
him. “I am not telling you anything.”

Dr. Norton shrugged. “Call me if Miss Cooper
needs anything. I will stop by and check on her father on my way
out.”

“Thank you Doctor.”

“Wait,” Draker called out. “You have to get
this bullet out of my leg.”

Dr. Norton paused by the door. “I will in
good time. I’ve been up all night. I am tired. I don’t really want
to help you right now.”

“You took an oath,” Draker cried.

“Yes, I did. I can’t recall it exactly now.”
Dr. Norton shook his head and began to leave again.

“Wait. I can pay you, now.”

The man turned. “It isn’t payment I wish.
When you give these gentlemen the information they requested then I
will tend your wound.”

“You can’t do that.” He looked up at Jordan.
“He can’t, can he?”

“I don’t believe so,” Jordan shrugged. “But I
don’t believe I will tell anyone either.”

Draker looked at John, who simply shook his
head. Finally, his eyes met Matthews. “Why did you shoot Miss
Cooper?”

“Bloody hell.” Draker looked around the room,
not focusing on anyone. Matthew waited patiently.

John reached down and pressed his hand
against the wound. Draker cried out in pain.

“This is torture,” he said after a few
moments, beads of sweat dotting his brow.

John leaned down. “This is nothing.” His
voice was low and cold making Matthew wonder exactly what John had
been doing as a spy besides working in the stables in Paris.

Draker looked to Matthew. “You are vicar. How
can you allow him to do this?”

“I resigned this morning. I am simply a man
who happens to be in love with the woman you shot this
morning.”

Draker paled further.

John pressed harder on Draker’s leg. “Do you
really wish to find out all that I am capable of?”

“It was Stillwaite.”

John eased away and Dr. Norton stepped back
into the room.

“I need the money and this land is rich with
ore.”

“How could killing Miss Cooper benefit you?”
Matthew asked.

“If she were dead, then Stillwaite would
inherit it all, when Mr. Cooper died.”

“Are there further plans for his demise?”
John asked.

“No, and I had nothing to do with him being
pushed down the stairs.” He turned his head, looking at each of
them. “I swear, I knew nothing about that.”

Of course he didn’t since no one had pushed
Mr. Cooper but Matthew wasn’t about to share that bit of
knowledge.

“What promises did he make you? Was he paying
you to kill her?”

“Once he inherited, I would mine for the ore
and we would split the profits.”

“Do you have a written agreement?” Jordan
asked.

“No, he said we shouldn’t have anything in
writing so neither of us was carted off to Newgate.”

“Which is where you will be going,” Jordan
reminded him.

The man paled and sank back into the bed.

“When suffocating her with a pillow didn’t
work, you thought to shoot her instead,” Jordan prompted.”

The man began shaking his head and started to
sit. “That wasn’t me. That was Richards and he wasn’t supposed to
suffocate her.”

“What do you mean?” Matthew demanded.

“He was supposed to kidnap her and take her
off to Scotland. Once married the deal was set and Stillwaite would
just sit back and wait for the money.”

“Then why try to kill her?” Matthew turned to
find Brachton standing in the door. He was glad the man hadn’t
arrived earlier given Jon would have undoubtedly tortured Draker
further if need be.

“He didn’t want a wife and decided it would
be more expedient if she were dead. Given her father’s state, Mr.
Cooper would probably decline and die as well, leaving everything
to us.”

Brachton stepped out into the hall and spoke
to someone. He returned a moment later. “I sent two of my servants
after Richards to bring him here.”

“Stillwaite was in a rage when he found out
the guardianship had been denied him and decided that Richards had
it right and to just do away with his niece.”

“And you went along with this outrageous
plan?” Brachton demanded.

“You have no idea how far in debt I am. If I
weren’t going to Newgate I would be in debtor’s prison. What
difference does it make,” the man spit out.

“I am assuming Thorn will now make an attempt
since both you and Richards have been unsuccessful?” Matthew asked.
He would need someone to keep watch on Grace around the clock, and
her father as well. If Stillwaite was becoming unhinged neither one
of them was safe.

“No,” Draker answered. “Thorn didn’t want
anything to do with this madness. It was one thing when the three
of us made a pact to marry Miss Cooper and mine the land. He would
have nothing to do with harming anyone. As soon as we left the day
after Mr. Cooper was pushed down the stairs he broke the agreement
and left town. He didn’t want to be around and risk being accused
of murder.”

“It was so kind of him to warn us first,”
Jordan offered dryly.

Draker jerked and looked up at Jordan. “He
did?”

His brother chuckled. “You are an imbecile,
aren’t you?”

Matthew pulled away from the bed. They knew
everything they needed. John tied both of Draker’s hands to the bed
so he couldn’t go anywhere and they left Dr. Norton to tend the
man’s leg. It could fester for all Matthew cared. The man had tried
to kill Grace and he was finding it difficult to have any pity for
him.

The gentlemen gathered in the parlor where
Perkins waited. He poured them each a glass of brandy as they took
seats. Grace entered a moment later. Instead of brandy, Perkins
splashed a spot of whiskey in her glass much to Matthew’s surprise.
What else was there to learn about his future wife? Elizabeth asked
for wine and sat next to her husband.

Brachton remained in the hall and spoke with
a few more of his servants. Matthew could only assume that they
were being sent after Stillwaite. The man would not come here
easily. Lord Crew arrived a moment later.

“Grace was shot?”

“I am fine,” she assured him from her place
by the fire.

Matthew quickly explained what they had
learned. “It is best that you are married immediately. I’ve already
written to the Bishop and I should hear back in a few days.

“If you need a special license, I am sure
grandfather has a stack of them still waiting to be used,”
Elizabeth laughed.

“Yes, he was very adamant last winter about
marrying off his grandchildren.”

“I am sure they aren’t blank otherwise I
would ask for one,” Matthew grumbled. Now that he made up his mind
and knew this was what he wanted, he couldn’t wait to marry Grace.
Not only did he want her in his life forever, and in his bed, but
marriage was the only thing that would protect her from
Stillwaite.

“Regardless, I am not sure it is safe to
wait. The two of you should head to Scotland,” Lord Crew
suggested.

“I will not leave my father,” Grace
insisted.

“We should wait until Brachton’s servants
return with word of Stillwaite. If we can apprehend the man, then
there is no need to rush,” Matthew offered though it was in exact
opposite of what he wanted to do.

Grace glanced over at him and bit her bottom
lip. Matthew leaned over and whispered in her ear. “Perhaps I
should amend my statement. I don’t wish to rush our wedding.”

She smiled and he lowered his voice further,
“night.”

Jordan stood. “I am going to find Stillwaite
myself.”
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Brachton’s men returned shortly before dinner
with word that Richards was gone, along with his clothing and any
other personal items. According to a maid, he left the day before
after leaving instructions to close up the house for good. He would
not be back and Grace didn’t really care where he was, only that it
was unlikely he would try to harm her again.

Mr. Trent returned a few moments later. He
could not find Stillwaite, but his things were still in his room at
the inn. Nobody had seen him in hours and a feeling of foreboding
settled into the pit of her stomach. “I did go through his
belongings, however,” Mr. Trent offered. “The man is so far in debt
I am not sure it is possible to recover.”

“He wanted the land for the ore,” Matthew
reminded him.

“Yes, but that could take years. I don’t know
how he thinks this will solve his problems.”

“With the promise of riches in the future
perhaps he hoped to keep the creditors at bay,” Lord Crew
suggested.

“It also makes him all the more dangerous,”
said Matthew.

Mr. Trent moved toward the foyer. “I’ll
return to the inn and remain there. Maybe he will be back.”

Matthew nodded.

“Well, there is no need for me to remain
here. I’ll be at home if anyone needs me.” Lord Crew stood and
left.

“I will, as well.” Brachton picked up his
hat. “Send word if you find Stillwaite.”

“I am taking Draker to Brachton’s where he
will be secured and held for trial,” John moved toward the
door.

“Can he even travel,” Grace found herself
asking.

“I don’t really care,” Matthew answered. “I
don’t want him near you.”

“I’ve already instructed my servants to put
him in the back of the carriage,” Brachton informed them. “He will
remain secured in my home until he can be brought to trial.”

It seemed as though her parlor had been
filled with people all day, now only she, Matthew and John
remained. Perkins had long ago returned to her father’s bedside.
Elizabeth entered a few moments later. “I’ve placed super on the
table.”

Silently they followed her. Grace wasn’t even
sure she had an appetite left. Her arm ached and all she really
wanted to do was crawl into bed, but not alone. She wanted to be
held by Matthew. Would he remain with her tonight? After these last
few days she wasn’t certain she wanted to be alone in her room
tonight.

There was not much conversation around the
table and Grace assumed everyone must be as exhausted as she.

“Would you like something for your arm,”
Elizabeth asked.

“No thank you. All I need is to sleep.”

“I am going to stay downstairs.” John pushed
back from the table.

“I am taking the room at the top of the
stairs and my door will be open,” Elizabeth announced and began
clearing the table. John helped her stack the dishes. Grace knew
she should assist but she couldn’t bring herself to move.

“I’ll escort you upstairs.” Matthew rose to
stand by her chair. She allowed him to assist and guide her from
the room. Why was she so numb? Or was she simply tired?

His hand settled at the small of her back and
Grace couldn’t help but lean into him as they took the stairs to
the upper level of her home. This is where she belonged, by his
side.

They paused outside her door and Matthew
leaned and kissed her forehead. “Call if you need me. I will be
right across the hall.”

“I will.” Grace turned and entered her room,
closing the door behind her. There was chill in the air and she
bent to stir the embers before adding logs. She went through her
evening ritual and readied herself for bed. The sheets were cool,
but they would warm from her body shortly. She often was cold at
first, but her bed never seemed so empty before.

The fire crackled and hissed. Shadows danced
on the wall and limbs scraped the windows.

Grace pulled the covers up to her chin. She
was being a ninny. Nothing could harm her now. Three people were in
the house to protect her.

But what if her uncle still got in?

She rolled over to her side and willed
herself to sleep but the thoughts kept coming. First the pillow and
then the gunshot.

She knew she was safe, but that didn’t
matter. Pushing the blankets aside, she rose from her bed and
crossed the room. There was only one way she would find rest
tonight and it wasn’t in here.
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Matthew bolted up in bed as the door to his
room was pushed further open. Grace stepped inside, a lamp held in
her hands.

“What is wrong?”

“I can’t sleep.”

She stepped further into the room and closed
the door behind her. It clicked in the silence and Matthew became
aware of only her. Slowly she walked toward the bed. She set the
lamp on a table and turned down the flame before she crawled into
bed beside him.

Every part of Matthew became alert. Did this
woman have any idea what a temptation she was? He did not have the
strength to remain in this bed with her and not touch her.

Grace sighed and laid her head on his
shoulder. “This is better. It is much warmer than my bed.”

“I don’t think you should be here.”

“Why not? My reputation is already
ruined.”

“Because I don’t trust myself.”

She pulled away and looked up at him. He
could see the reflection of the flames in her emerald eyes. “You
would never hurt me.”

“No, never intentionally, but I can’t promise
that I won’t touch you.”

“Like you did the other night.”

“Yes.”

Instead of leaving as a wise woman would, she
leaned in and kissed him.

“Grace, this is not right.”

She pulled away. “I know. I just don’t want
to be alone.”

Of course she didn’t. He wasn’t sure he would
wish to sleep by himself if someone had tried to murder him twice.
Matthew pulled her close and pressed her head against his chest. It
would be along night, but they would get through it. In a few days
they would be married and he would no longer need to restrain
himself from making love to her.

She sighed and the palm of her small hand
rested on his chest. He hoped she didn’t touch him anywhere else
because she might be shocked to find him completely naked in the
bed. He had considered keeping his breeches on in case he had to
leave the room in a hurry, but they were over the edge of the bed
and he could put them on quickly enough. At least Grace wore her
nightrail, not that it was much of a deterrent. The linen was so
thin he could feel her heat penetrate the material, almost burning
him where they touched.

“Grace, I cannot lay her like this with
you.”

She pulled away. “I understand. You are
probably not used to sleeping with someone else.”

He nearly laughed out loud. “Sleeping has
nothing to do with it. I desire you so badly I won’t get a wink
while you are here.”

Confusion marred her brow. Certainly she knew
what men and women did together, once they were married, didn’t
she? It never occurred to him that she would have no idea. Then
again, her mother died when she was young. Perhaps nobody had
explained. He certainly didn’t want to explain, especially here and
now. Perhaps he would ask Elizabeth to speak with her tomorrow, so
that she was prepared. In the meantime, he would keep reminding
himself how innocent Grace was and not do anything he didn’t have a
right to do.

Hell, he already was. She was in his bed and
he was naked. He wasn’t strong enough to resist the temptation.

“You wish to make love to me.”

Perhaps she did know. “Yes, but we aren’t
married so I won’t.”

“But we will be,” she reminded him.

“That doesn’t make it right.” He forced her
head back against his chest. Looking at her clear green eyes only
made him want her more.

She began to trace a pattern on his chest
with her index finger. “I’ve always been curious about what happens
in the marriage bed.”

Matthew groaned. Now was not the time for
that discussion. His cock was hard, straining against the covers,
eager to show her, but he would resist the urge to roll her on her
back. He was a gentleman and would treat her as such. “In a few
days you will know.”

She sighed and snuggled against him. “Very
well.”

At least her hand stilled and Grace was
silent. In a short time her body grew heavy against his as she fell
deeper into slumber. Matthew stroked her hair, enjoying the quiet
solitude of just the two of them. This was his future and he was
very much looking forward to it.
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Grace woke and stared into the darkness. She
lay on her side. Matthew was pressed against her back, his hand
cupped her breast. “Matthew?”

He didn’t say anything. Perhaps he was
asleep.

“Matthew,” she whispered again.

“Hmmm.” He pulled her close. Something rigid
pushed against her backside, warming her insides. She had lived in
the country all of her life and wasn’t ignorant of the various
mating rituals of animals and she suspected what she felt was
Matthews desire. She wiggled her behind. After all, this was the
positions most animals mated in. Of course, she wouldn’t know for
sure until they were married, but her curiosity got the better of
her, especially since he was so close and his hand was now
massaging her breast and he pinched her nipple. She would never get
back to sleep now that the ache in her privates began again.

“Are you awake?”

“Hmmm.”

He kissed her neck and shivers slid down her
spine. If he affected her this way in his sleep, how could he make
her feel when he was awake? Her breast swelled in his hand and her
nipple tightened. Heat spread throughout her body. If she woke him
would he stop?

Matthew’s hand slid from her breast and down
to her belly. Her pulse increased with each inch he moved toward
the place between her thighs. He must be awake. He wouldn’t be
doing such things in his sleep.

He pressed his palm against the place that
pulsed and Grace groaned.

Matthew stilled.

Grace’s eyes flew open.

A moment later he was pushing away from her.
“I am sorry.”

She rolled over to face him “Sorry?”

“I thought I was dreaming. I never meant to
take such liberties.”

“Does that mean you are going to stop?” He
couldn’t. Not now.

“Of course,” he insisted.

She blew out a breath. “Please don’t,” she
finally whispered.

“Grace, you don’t know what you ask.”

“No, I don’t.” She searched his eyes. “But I
do know you make me feel things I never felt before, or even
imagined. Right now my body is, oh, I don’t even know how to
explain.”

“Don’t tell me these things, Grace.”

“Why?” she cried.

“We can’t, not yet.”

“So I am to lay here and wonder why I
ache.”

Matthew blew out a breath.

“You think me a horrible wanton don’t
you?”

“No, never.”
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Matthew stared into her eyes, wishing to find
some semblance of control, but it was too far away to grasp. He
didn’t want to think about Grace aching. He shouldn’t think about
her in this state. Yet, she did, and it was his fault. It was the
sweetest dream, making love to her; until he woke and found out he
had taken liberties he did not yet have a right to.

“Then please show me.”

He wasn’t this strong and Matthew gave up
trying to fight the desire and bent to take her lips with his. She
parted for him almost immediately as she snaked her arms around his
neck and weaved her fingers through his hair. At that moment he was
lost and an urgency to make her his took over.

He repeated in his mind to go slow and
remember that she was innocent, and he fought to keep from moving
too quickly and frightening her.

He trailed his lips across her cheek and down
her neck as he molded her full breasts. Her nipples pebbled beneath
his fingers and Grace arched into him. He wanted to taste her, but
he couldn’t through the linen. He pulled away and began bunching
the material of her gown, drawing it up her body until he pulled it
over her head and tossed it on the floor. She now lay naked before
him and he wished he would have built the fire more so that he
could see her more clearly.

Grace moved to cover her breasts but Matthew
captured her hands and bent to suckle a nipple. Grace’s head fell
back and she was arching again. He let go of her wrist and caressed
her stomach, moving lower until his fingers brushed the curls of
her womanhood. He moved to the other breast and nibbled as his
fingers parted her folds, already damp. He needed to bring her
pleasure quickly or he may not last long enough to join with
her.

He circled the nub slowly, drawing her body’s
moisture. Grace’s thighs fell open and it was all he could do not
to settle between them and plunge forward. But Matthew restrained
himself and increased the pressure. As her moans grew louder he
brought his mouth back to hers, taking her cries into himself until
she shuddered and fell limp against the bed. He pulled away and
watched her face. He eyes opened slowly.

“Oh my goodness.”

Matthew bit back a grin and moved over her.
He found her opening and slid one finger in, then a second,
stretching. This first time would be difficult and he feared he
might hurt Grace, but whether it was tonight or in a few nights, he
would have to breech her maidenhead.

 


[image: tmp_0ba0ccc4f7de710e547733076fc20502_3W5Uu0_html_68e4ba74.jpg]

 


Grace was still trying to recover from what
she just experienced. It was as if her body exploded with pleasure
from inside. Goodness, it was spectacular, yet it seemed as if
something was missing, empty. At least until Matthew started
filling her. It was a bit uncomfortable but she desired it and knew
this is what she needed. Her pulse quickened anew and her breathing
became harsh. Deep inside her continued to ache. He just needed to
get there.

Grace bent her knees and tilted her hips,
drawing him closer, deeper.

Matthew stopped and her eyes opened. Surely
this wasn’t all there was.

He leaned forward and gave her the most
gentle and sweetest kiss she had ever experienced a moment before
he thrust forward. Pain tore through her insides and Grace bit her
lip to keep from crying out.

Matthew stilled again and she looked up at
him. “I am sorry.”

“I wasn’t expecting pain.”

He kissed a tear from her cheek. “No one had
ever explained the veil of virginity to you before.”

“No.”

He rested his forehead against hers. “I will,
another time.”

He edged deeper. It wasn’t nearly as painful,
but Grace feared it would hurt again.

“I promise you that you will never know that
pain again.”

Thank goodness.

He moved deeper yet. She didn’t think it was
possible for him to go any further.

“Does it still hurt?”

There was a dull ache, which was
disappearing. “Not as it did,”

“Thank goodness.” He withdrew and plunged
again. There was no pain this time and heat once again began to
spread through her body.

“His pace increased and a moment later he
stiffened before collapsing beside her on the bed.

His breathing was harsh and all Grace could
assume was that he had just experienced something similar to the
explosion he caused in her earlier.

Matthew smiled up at her and tucked a stray
hair behind her ear. “Thank you.”

She grew cold and shivered now that the heat
from their making love had passed. Matthew rose from the bed and
tossed more logs on the fire. When he bent she got a good glimpse
of his backside. His buttocks was tight and thighs muscular and
Grace started to become warm all over again. It wasn’t long before
the fire was burning hot and bright. But she no longer needed it to
keep her warm.

Matthew picked her nightgown up off of the
floor and helped her put it back on.

“It is best that you are covered if anyone
were to come in the room.”

“I don’t think anyone would.”

“Were you expecting Mrs. Montgomery the other
morning?”

It was a valid point and Grace pulled the
nightgown over her head and crawled back beneath the covers.
Matthew slid in the bed beside her and pulled her close. “I think
we shall both be able to sleep now.”

Grace hid a yawn behind her hand and nodded.
“With very sweet dreams I am sure.”

A moment later she was jolted from her
sleep.
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“Stay here.” Matthew jumped from the bed and
put on his breeches before moving to the door. He stopped only long
enough to retrieve a pistol from the inside of his coat draped
across a chair.

Shouts and crashes could be heard from below.
It had to be her uncle. Who else would John be fighting with?

The sounds became clearer when Matthew opened
the door.

“She is my niece and I will say what happens
to her.”

“You are not in charge of her,
Stillwaite.”

“I will be.” A pistol fired and Matthew took
off down the hall. Grace could not remain in bed and await the
outcome. She slid into her slippers and followed Matthew. Elizabeth
and Matthew were rushing down the stairs when she reached the top
of the landing. Both held pistols.

Her uncle was standing in the middle of the
foyer waving a gun around. There was a hole in the ceiling. At last
John hadn’t been shot but was standing at the parlor door, a gun in
his hand and aimed at Uncle Henry.

“Put the gun away, Stillwaite,” Matthew said
in a calm, even tone.

“I will have what is mine.”

“None of this is yours,” Matthew reminded
him.

“It should be,” he shouted, red with rage.
“My brother is wasting good land while I have nothing.”

“You have a large estate in Kent.”

“That loadstone around my neck?” He spit. “It
costs more than it produces.”

Jordan Trent slipped in the front door, his
right eye swelling shut and discolored.”

“Sell it,” Mr. Trent suggested.

Stillwaite turned on him. “That is my
ancestry home. I will not sell my estate.”

“It is not entailed,” Matthew questioned.

“No,” his brother answered and pulled away
from the wall. “In fact, nothing he owns is entailed. I wrote to my
partners earlier in the week to dig up everything they could on
Stillwaite. The package was waiting for me when I returned this
evening.”

Jordan turned on Stillwaite. “Your home is
full of artwork, gold, jewels. Selling off half of your estate
would help see you out of debt.”

“Why should I? Those are mine!”

The man had lost his mind. He kept turning
circles in the foyer, stumbling this way and that. “Have you been
drinking, uncle.”

He wheeled and focused on Grace. “You! If you
would have done what you were told and married one of those blokes
I would not be in this mess.”

“It is a mess of your own making,” Jordan
Trent reminded him.

“Poor crops were not my fault.” The man’s
face was almost purple. Grace had never seen anything like it.

“But sinking into gambling to solve the
problem was.”

“There is nothing wrong with gambling.
Nothing I tell you.”

There was no reasoning with the man. Matthew
moved further down the steps. “So you would have your niece out of
the way, dead, so you don’t have to sell your estate and be able to
live in luxury.”

“Of course,” he shouted. “Don’t you
understand? It is my right! I am Viscount Stillwaite and no chit is
going to stand in my way of getting what I want.”

He lunged toward Grace but before anyone
could grab hold of him he slumped against the wall and stared up at
her. His arm dropped to the side and half of his face relaxed. It
was the oddest sight. His knees buckled and slid down the wall,
dropping to the floor until he collapsed. Matthew rushed forward
and rolled him over. Uncle’s eyes were upon, staring into
nothing.

Movement from the hall caught her eye and she
turned to find her father standing just outside of the foyer,
leaning heavily on his cane.

Perkins was at his side. “We heard the
commotion and your father wouldn’t remain in bed.”

Papa shook his head sadly then turned and
shuffled down the hall. It must pain him so to see his brother like
this but all Grace could feel was relief. It was over and hopefully
Uncle Stillwaite found whatever peace he was missing.
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Elizabeth and Audrey stood back and stared at
Grace. They had not allowed her to even glance toward a mirror
since she woke this morning. Today was her wedding day and she
would become Mrs. Matthew Trent. It was hard to believe that just a
short week ago her life was in turmoil. Her father lay close to
death and her uncle was trying to kill her. But all of that was
behind her. There was nothing but a brilliant future ahead.

After Stillwaite’s collapse, Brachton saw
that Draker was shipped off to London to be dealt with and wrote a
letter explaining the events and Draker’s involvement as well as
Richards. Stillwaite’s body was sent to his estate in Kent and
Grace assumed he was buried in the family cemetery. Her father was
now Viscount Stillwaite since uncle had never married or produced
heirs, but from what she gathered he had no desire to take up
residence there and had every intention of selling it to pay off
the debts.

“Are you sure papa can go to the church?” She
asked again.

Elizabeth smiled indulgently. Jordan and John
have already seen to helping him in the carriage.

It was father who insisted on a church
wedding, though he relinquished the honor of walking her down the
aisle to Lord Crew. Papa was still recovering and could only walk a
few feet before he had to rest.

“It was kind of Lord Brachton to provide the
wedding breakfast but I don’t see that it is necessary. There will
be but a few of us. It isn’t like I am having a grand wedding in
London.”

Elizabeth and Audrey shared a look. It was
Audrey who spoke. “Did no one tell you?”

“Tell me what?” Don’t let anything go wrong.
Not today.

“Everyone feels horrible with how they
treated you and Vicar Trent. After his last sermon, those who were
present let it be known the truth.”

“Though some still thought it was wrong for
him to remain in your room,” Elizabeth interjected.

If they knew the half of it that night she
would be ruined, or what occurred the last night he was in the
house.

“And even though they haven’t been invited,
several asked to attend, sort of an apology,” Audrey added.

“Besides, your reputation is saved as well as
Mr. Trent’s, now that you are marrying.”

Elizabeth stepped aside and pulled a cover
from the mirror in her room. Audrey turned her so that she could
look. Grace gasped. Her hair was pulled away from her face, yet
ringlets fell down her back. Buds from late blooming roses were
pinned in her hair and she held a nosegay of fall wildflowers. Her
dress was simple, yet elegant, caressing her skin with its soft,
pale satin.

“Are you ready?” Elizabeth asked.

“Yes.”

Lord Crew waited for them in the foyer and he
smiled up at Grace. “You are a beautiful bride.”

Heat infused her cheeks. “Thank you.”
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Matthew paced outside the church. He couldn’t
breathe inside. He took deep breaths of fresh air to fill his
lungs.

“What if she changes her mind?”

Jordan laughed. “Grace will be here.”

“She was supposed to be here fifteen minutes
ago.”

“Is your future bride ever on time,” John
asked.

Matthew chuckled. “The first time I saw her
she was coming into church late. I had already started my
sermon.”

“When I saw her this morning she was just
coming in from the barn, muttering something about the cows and the
chickens not cooperating with her this morning.”

Matthew looked at John. “She was milking cows
and gathering eggs on her wedding day?”

John through his hands up defensively. “I
certainly don’t know how.”

“My first priority after marrying her will be
to hire servants.”

“I hope that isn’t your first priority,”
Jordan clapped him on the back as he walked by. “I know what mine
would be.”

Matthew laughed. Leave it to Jordan to focus
on the intimate side of marriage.

“Did you write Clay and Rose,” John
asked.

“Yes, but I knew neither one would have time
to make the trip.”

“Rose is going to be furious with you for
missing the wedding,” Jordan insisted.

“She still won’t let me forget and it has
been almost a year,” John grumbled. He looked up and met Matthew’s
eyes. “Did you tell Grace about Adele and Julia?”

His stomach tightened. He had completely
forgotten. Though he had plenty of opportunity, it never entered
his mind. “No. Do you think she will be angry?” He took a step
toward John. “Should I tell her before we wed so she has a chance
to back out?”

Jordan chuckled. “Her uncle was Stillwaite
and I am sure once Grace understands the circumstances, she will
not hold this against you.”

“Still, she should know.”

“And you will tell her, later,” Jordan
insisted as he turned and walked to the front of the church. He
returned a moment later. “Your bride has arrived.”

Matthew’s pulse increased and his palms began
to sweat. He hadn’t been this nervous giving his first sermon.

“Shall we?” John stood by the open side door.
Matthew stepped inside and made his way to the front of the church
and took up his place by Vicar Whitton. He had been visiting His
Grace when Elizabeth wrote of the news and offered his services to
perform the ceremony since the village was currently without a
vicar and even if they weren’t, Matthew couldn’t have very well
performed his own ceremony. The special license Lord Crew had been
able to obtain arrived a day earlier. Matthew had fretted, fearing
it wouldn’t arrive in time, but it had. Now all he had to do was
wait for his bride.

The doors opened and she stepped inside and
just as it had been the first Sunday, her smile lit the room and
all his thoughts fled with the exception of how much he loved
her.
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